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Dissertation Abstract
QUEENS SPEAK - A YOUTH PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT:
EXPLORING CRITICAL POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH AMONG BLACK GIRLS
WITHIN THE SCHOOL TO PRISON PIPELINE

A gap exists in both research and practice when it comes to issues related to girls within
the school-to-prison pipeline. Girls are also often ignored in the educational literature
about trauma. Educators tend to take a deficit approach toward youth experiencing
trauma and often reinforce trauma through discriminatory and exclusionary disciplinary
practices. Using a Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) methodology centered
in the lives of Black girls, with an intentional focus on their agency and growth, this
study educated, coached, and supported a research team called Queens Speak. The
primary purpose of this qualitative study was to elevate the voices of Black girls, through
YPAR, by engaging them in a process of inquiry that allowed them to share their
experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline; develop counter narratives to the
dominant, deficit based, view of trauma; and share the new knowledge they created with
educational decision makers. The secondary purpose of this study was to explore critical
post traumatic growth among Black girls. This was done through critical ethnography,
by observing the experiences of Black girls, reflecting on the YPAR process and
highlighting how Black girls exhibited agency and growth amidst trauma. This research
highlighted the ways schools further traumatize students through racial stereotyping and
punitive discipline. Black girls dealt with invisibility, competition, family issues and
ii

colorism. Queens Speak also displayed strength and growth. Collectively, Queens Speak
members portrayed an understanding of their identity and history; a belief in their own
power; a focus on their future; an interest in community activism; a desire to leave a
legacy; and self-expression through the arts. Using photos, poetry, music and art young
women presented their findings to educators and administrators; sharing their experiences
within the school-to-prison pipeline, as well as their resistance and growth amidst harsh
circumstances. Finally, this research explored the emerging conceptual framework of
critical post traumatic growth. This framework combined Critical Race Theory and Post
Traumatic Growth, highlighting eight tenets that can be used as a lens to both explore,
and increase, the growth among Black girls. These tenets are: context, identity, struggle,
resistance, navigation, community, voice and hope.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
I wish my teachers knew the reason why I am always tired is because I get hardly
any sleep. The reason why I get hardly any sleep is because I have a sleeping
disorder in where I have nightmares all the time about things that have happened
to me and therefore I stay up until 5 in the morning so I don’t have to go to sleep.
(“Alicia,” 8th grade student, personal communication, 2015).
Alicia, an 8th grade student, penned her response to the warm up of the day, “I
wish my teachers knew …” in neat and artistic bubbly handwriting. As the instructor - a
first year Black educator - collected warm ups from all of her classes, she was
overwhelmed at the level of trauma and need illustrated by her young people. Having
grown up in the neighborhood in which she now taught, the teacher had similar
experiences of poverty, violence, incarceration and loss. Still she was touched, as she
was given a glimpse of student lives not afforded many in the school. As the instructor
shared some of the anonymous stories with her colleagues she experienced negative,
pitiful and sorrowful, albeit sometimes empathetic responses. She was glad other
teachers could understand a little more about the trauma the youth within the school had
experienced, but she wished they could see beyond to the strength and resilience the
students displayed. When she saw Alicia in the office again, in line with other Black and
Brown boys and girls awaiting the vice-principal of discipline to issue her yet another
suspension, she realized much work needed to be done in order for her school to be
trauma informed. She also wondered whether being trauma informed was even enough,
especially if the school was not ready to do the hard work of understanding the trauma it,
as an institution, inflicted on students of color.
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Introduction
Data released from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights
revealed that in California, more than 400,000 students were suspended out-of-school at
least one time during the 2009-2010 school year (Losen, Martinez & Gillespie, 2012).
Frequent use of out-of-school suspensions has no academic benefits and is strongly
associated with low achievement, a heightened risk for dropping out, plus a greater
likelihood of juvenile justice involvement. Yet suspension continues to be used as a
discipline method in American schools. Zero-tolerance and punitive discipline policies
disproportionally affect children of color and prepare them for institutionalization and
confinement. Research and educational advocates have established a clear link between
punitive discipline (or zero tolerance) and incarceration. This framework, known as the
school-to-prison pipeline, reveals how this control, disengagement, and push-out leads to
low academic achievement, school dropout, and other negative consequences - the
ultimate of which is incarceration. School itself has also become recognized as a site of
suffering for Black youth. As Dumas (2014) accounts, “schooling is not merely a site of
suffering … it is the suffering we have been least willing or able to acknowledge” (p. 2).
Punitive disciplinary practices negatively impact girls of color, specifically Black
girls, although they are often left out of both targeted interventions and research
literature. In fact, girls are treated inequitably within school systems that often re-injure
them rather than address their trauma, subsequently pushing the girls into the prison
industrial complex, both directly and indirectly. According to Crenshaw (2015), “many
educators, activists, and community members remain under-informed about the
consequences of punitive school policies on girls as well as the distinctly gendered
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dynamics of zero-tolerance environments that limit their educational achievements” (p.
8). Educational research examining the school-to-prison pipeline typically omits the
voices and lived experiences of girls from the discussion (Winn & Jackson, 2011, p.615).
This is not a race to the bottom, or a competition to discover who suffers more Black
boys or Black girls (Winn & Franklin, p.114). This systemic and institutional silencing
of female experience, however, creates what Crenshaw (2011) calls a vicious cycle. The
focus on men and boys has led to research and intervention, as well as increased
knowledge and awareness about the male experience, however, this frame excludes
research on women and girls. In fact, when women and girls are included, there stories
are often redacted or viewed through a patriarchal research lens that is deficit based and
inferiority inducing. In California, research indicates Black females are approximately
7.1% of the states’ female population, and more than 70% of girls held in Northern CA
detention centers (Crenshaw 2011, p.1434-5). Despite the racialized contours surrounding
the growth in female supervision, intersectional analyses of the factors that constitute the
problem remain underdeveloped (p. 1436). This lack of acknowledging the “whole self”
of female students of color, “silences a more sophisticated analysis about how race,
gender, class, sexual identity, ability and other identities interact” (Morris, 2016, p. 23).
Addressing punitive discipline alone, however, is limiting. Furthermore, we often
forget and under interrogate the institutionalized and structural traumas (beyond
discipline) our youth experience within our systems. Young people in urban settings who
have fallen prey to discriminatory practices often have few opportunities to address the
psychosocial harm resulting from persistent exposure to an ecosystem of violence
(Ginwright, 2016, p. 3). The implications of trauma are important and should not be
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decontextualized, or minimized. By merely focusing on trauma, however, we are missing
not only important pieces of personal and community development, we are also missing
the agency, power and hope of our youth.
My Counter Narrative
This research study unpacked the experiences of girls of color within the schoolto-prison pipeline. Like Alicia, my own personal experience was filled with trauma, at
home, in my community, and at school. Like Alicia, I wish my teacher knew more about
me, and my experiences; however, I did not have the opportunity to engage or build
relationships with my high school faculty. By the time I reached 11th grade, I made the
conscious decision that school was not for me since I was not “learning” and had new
responsibilities. I could not waste my time participating in the educational system.
I share my personal counter-narrative in order to set the tone for the transparency
and realness of this research, and briefly describe the concepts of trauma and growth that
played out in my own life. A Black Brit, I immigrated to the United States from the
United Kingdom at 16. I moved to this country to build a relationship with my mother,
having experienced most of my childhood without a biological parent in the home. Upon
arriving to this country I entered my junior year of high school. A bored and disengaged
student, I soon spent more time outside of school than in, writing and signing my own
sick-notes while accumulating over 100 absences in a year. When I did attend school I
spent classroom time in the office and lunch times either in the library, or on the pay
phone with an adult male who would later become my exploiter.
As an outsider, with intersecting identities that were not celebrated or
acknowledged within the school setting, I gravitated to those who also stood on the
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margins. To find what I imagined to be safety and belonging, I began a relationship with
another adult male, closer to my age, who had dropped out of high school and was gang
involved, as were most Black boys who lived in poverty. As was common in the Central
Valley at that time, he sold drugs and girls. By the middle of my junior year I became
pregnant and subsequently decided school wasn’t for me. This realization was not new,
as I had spent most of my educational career disengaged from school and resisting formal
education in some form or fashion. At five years old, for example, I wrote a journal entry
that described for my teacher, in a very five-year old way, the abuse that was happening
in my home. She told me that such words were “bad” and shouldn’t be spoken or written
about. I stopped writing my truth, and even as a teen when I began writing again, I hid
my words from others. As an adolescent in schools in the United Kingdom, I was singled
out for punitive discipline in ways my white peers were not.
After spending my senior year out of school, I enrolled in junior college. This
was the first time I was acknowledged for my writing and encouraged to not only express
myself in words, but to pay closer attention to the world around me and begin to
understand how it shaped my experience. I was also exposed to critical curricula, Black
history, and ethnic studies courses. During my college experience, I realized how much
more difficult my life was in comparison to most of my peers. I also realized how much
more strength and resilience I exhibited as I navigated not just college, but also life in
general. I graduated with a Master’s degree at the age of 25 and have been working with
children and families as an activist, practitioner, administrator, and healer ever since.
Even after graduation, however, I still battled the realities of the prison industrial
complex, the feeling of being the outsider and the fear I was never quite good enough.
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This dichotomy between trauma and resilience is the same tension I sense among the
young people I have worked with. Even amidst the direst of circumstances they exhibit
tremendous power and strength. This concept of young women's existence at the
margins, [within in-between spaces] presents both constraints and possibilities (EvansWinters & Esposito, 2010, p.22). My work with young women of color has spanned 20
years. I have created programming for young women within my current district. Also
relevant to this work, I have facilitated groups for girls in youth detention through a
volunteer capacity, where I have been able to build relationships with young women at
the far end of the school-to-prison pipeline. I have been able to maintain relationships
with some of the girls far beyond the confined space in which we met, while others have
disappeared. All are an inspiration for this work.
Statement of the Problem
A definitive gap exists in both research and practice with issues related to girls
within the school-to-prison pipeline. Girls are also often ignored in the educational
literature about trauma. In addition, educators tend to take a deficit approach toward
youth experiencing trauma and often reinforce trauma through discriminatory and
exclusionary disciplinary practices.
Post Traumatic Growth was first introduced in the late 1980’s by Tedeschi and
Calhoun to highlight their findings about the positive effects of the struggle with
traumatic events (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998; Figley, 2010). In 1996 they introduced the
Post Traumatic Growth Inventory to begin the empirical journey of unpacking the
positive effects of trauma. This research project dissects this phenomenon further, by
examining the experiences of Black girls. This is not an attempt to glorify grit or
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resilience, or perpetuate the myth of the Black superwoman. The trauma experienced by
female students of color exists, and is often complex and pervasive. Amidst this trauma,
however, we must examine areas of growth that also exist and are often overlooked. By
purely focusing on the deficits of trauma, the power and agency of our youth are
minimized and/or dismissed entirely. Educational research has not adequately examined
or unpacked this phenomenon of Post Traumatic Growth (PTG) or considered its
implications on adolescent development and learning; yet trauma informed education has
become a consistent buzz phrase within educational reform field. Finally, there is a need
to tap into the authentic voices of the girls so that they can express their resistance and
growth amidst trauma, as well as be instrumental in the development of new knowledge
that will have implications for policy, practice and personal development. To address
this need, Participatory Action Research can be used to capture and highlight and youth
voice and agency.
Background and Need
Trauma
Trauma is an injury caused by an outside, usually violent, force, event or
experience. One that upsets our sense of safety and wellbeing. This event, or injury, may
be experienced physically, emotionally, psychologically and/or spiritually. (DeGruy,
2005, p.13). In addition to being a singular even, trauma can also be complex and
chronic, that is, it occurs regularly over an extended period of time. Regardless of
whether it is isolated or chronic, trauma has a negative effect on children’s development,
learning, and future adult life. Childhood traumatic experiences, more recently termed
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), have a long lasting negative impact on a child’s
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developing brain and body. ACEs refer to experiences such as physical, emotional and
sexual abuse; child neglect; mental illness; incarcerated relatives; domestic violence;
divorce or separation; and substance abuse. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder was first
introduced to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1980.
This designation encapsulated the unique way that the brain processes traumatic events,
and highlighted a number of symptoms that may occur after a trauma exposure, including
both generalized anxieties and specific terrors. People who suffer from PTSD tend to
have an elevated baseline of arousal, meaning their bodies are always on alert for danger
(Herman, 1992).
In the 1990’s Judith Herman’s foundational work on trauma documented a thorough
analysis of trauma and symptoms of PTSD and determined most research often fails to
capture the “complexity and ongoing nature of trauma commonly experienced by youth
of color in urban communities” (Ginwright, 2016, p. 20). Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) among urban youth has become a topic of interest over the last decade. The term
Persistent Traumatic Stress Exposure may better describe the conditions our young
people experience as they deal with ongoing chronic trauma in their families,
communities and schools (Ginwright, 2016, p. 3). The impact of Post Traumatic Growth
within the context of Persistent Traumatic Stress Exposure has yet to be explored,
especially within an educational setting.
Girls and trauma
The school-to-prison pipeline has a negative impact on girls of color, although
this impact has been under-researched. According to Crenshaw (2015):
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Research and public policy debates often fail to paint a nuanced picture that
addresses the degree to which girls are vulnerable to many of the same factors
faced by their male counterparts … for instance the suspension and expulsion
rates for Black girls far outpace the rates for other girls – and in some places, they
outpace the rates of most boys. (p. 14)
In the 2011-2012 school year Black males were suspended over three times the rate of
white males. Consequently, data released by the US Department of Education show
suspension rates at 12% for Black girls as compared to 2% for white girls, meaning that
Black girls were suspended six times as often as white girls. Disproportionate discipline
affects Black girls at twice the rate of Black boys, yet conversations about the state of
girls of color in the United States are just beginning to be a part of a national educational
agenda.
Because feminist epistemologies tend to be concerned with the education of
White girls and women and race-based epistemologies tend to be consumed with the
educational barriers negatively effecting Black boys, the educational needs of Black girls
have fallen through the cracks (Evans-Winters, 2005). Erasing the invisibility and
silencing of the Black female experience thus becomes the foundation for this project.
As Monique Morris (2016) asserts:
We’re in this struggle against racial oppression and patriarchy together, and
unless we examine everyone’s experiences, we lose the ability to support our girls
and young women as they seek to bounce back from adversity, to be in their best
health, to demand the best education, to earn a decent living, to be healthy
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partners, to help raise strong children who will thrive, and to play an integral part
in shaping strong communities and a better world. (p.15)
Purpose Statement
The primary purpose of this qualitative study was to elevate the voices of Black
girls by engaging them in a process of inquiry that allowed them to share their
experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline; develop counter narratives to the
dominant, deficit based, view of trauma; and share the new knowledge they have created
with educational decision makers. This was accomplished using a Youth Participatory
Action Research (YPAR) methodology. The secondary purpose of this study was to
explore critical post traumatic growth among Black girls. This was done through critical
ethnography, by observing the lived experiences of Black girls, reflecting on the YPAR
process and highlighting how Black girls exhibited agency and growth amidst trauma.
This research study educated, coached, and supported young women as they
conducted research within their Blacks Making a Difference (BMAD) Leadership Class,
at Brookside High School, in order to uplift their experience and the experiences of their
peers within the school-to-prison pipeline. The BMAD Leadership Class is an elective
within Brookside High School’s expanded learning, or afterschool, space. Facilitated by
community educators, BMAD has become a transformative space where young people
strive to “become the change they want to see” individually, within their school site and
within their communities (J. Johnson, personal communication, 2016). Using photos,
poetry, music and art, young women painted a picture for educators and administrators
not only of their collective experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline, but also of
their resistance and growth amidst circumstances that are often harsh.
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This research thus aimed to accomplish the following objectives:
1) to contribute to a deeper understanding within the field of education about the
complexities of trauma and growth within the school-to-prison pipeline by engaging and
observing Black girls in scientific inquiry that explored and unpacked their lived
experiences;
2) to provide a safe space for Black girls to exhibit agency and use their voices to
tell their stories, and the stories of their peers, in order to provide a counter narrative to
the deficit-based view of trauma informed education, and;
3) to allow Black girls to participate in a project that encourages and teaches
inquiry based transformation, and finally;
4) to use the emerging conceptual framework of critical post traumatic growth to
analyze the possibilities of a new radical imagination in regards to schooling, and to
make recommendations for new possibilities for how girls could, and should, be treated
within educational spaces.
Research Questions
There are two sets of research questions. The first set of research questions,
termed primary research questions, was developed by the Youth Participatory Action
Research Team to investigate the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison
pipeline. The secondary (meta) set of questions provides a more global inquiry into the
critical post traumatic growth of Black girls, exploring how girls navigate school spaces
and exhibit resistance, agency and growth.
Primary Questions
1.

How do we as Black girls describe ourselves?
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2.

What struggles do Black girls have?

3.

In what ways do our struggles make us stronger?

4.

What do Black girls need to be successful in school?

5.

What recommendations do we have for schools to better serve and teach us?
Secondary (Meta) Questions

1.

What types of trauma have Black girls, within the school-to-prison pipeline
experienced?

2.

How do the tenets of Critical Post-Transformative Growth illustrate (or reflect)
the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline?
Delimitations
This research project took place during the 2016-2017 school year in an

Expanded Learning program at an urban high school in Northern California. The project
took approximately seven months, and ran from September, 2016, through April, 2017.
Snowball sampling was used to engage young people as co-researchers, or members of
the youth Research Team, from an after school leadership program, called Blacks Making
a Difference (BMAD). I used my relationship with both the high school and the BMAD
program facilitators to identify youth based on their leadership ability, desire to be agents
of change within their communities, and interest in participating in the study. This
relationship is described in more detail in Chapter 4.
Written assent/consent was obtained for all participants. Parent/guardian releases
were obtained for any minors participating in the study. No harm from this study was
intended, and participants were aware their participation was voluntary and that they may
discontinue the study at any time. If students were triggered at any point during the
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study, they had access to me and other clinicians or counselors. I followed all mandated
reporting requirements and ensured that the youth participants had access to other
mentors and counselors outside of our research relationships, as ongoing support. As the
BMAD Leadership class is perceived by youth as a safe space where issues related to
trauma, agency, and growth are already being discussed, BMAD staff were available to
provide ongoing social emotional support to students as well as to support students in
their growth as organic scholars and researchers within their community.
Significance of the Study
This study examined the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison
pipeline. It adds to the current research regarding school-to-prison pipeline by moving
beyond the current Boys and Men of Color paradigm to explore the lives and experiences
of students who identify as Black females, including Black trans and gender nonconforming youth. It also adds to the research on trauma by looking more holistically at
the resistance and resilience of Black female students. This study also introduced critical
post traumatic growth as a conceptual framework through which to examine the
experiences of Black women and girls who have experienced trauma; and provide
guidance to those who find the framework useful to explore this phenomenon within
other populations, including Black boys and other non-Black people of color. Finally, this
study offered an ethnographic look into, not only the life experiences of Black girls, but
also the use of YPAR as a model for transformational scholarship.
By allowing young people the support needed to explore topics like trauma (in
this project the young people directly explored “struggle”) this research project placed the
potential for demanding change in the hands of Black girls directly. Our educational
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system often locates the production of scientific knowledge away from and outside of
local communities. Too often students don’t feel that research connects meaningfully to
their lives, except through a vague sense that it is responsible for labeling their
communities, their schools, and (often) themselves as "at risk" or "failing" (Garcia, Mirra
& Morrell, 2016, p .13). The proposed Youth Participatory Action Research
methodology allowed Black girls to be at the forefront of designing a project that
highlighted their stories and enabled them to by push back against the dominant discourse
and negative narrative about students who have experienced trauma, while developing
promising practices for educators and administrators in both the expanded learning and
instructional settings. Ultimately, the Research Team shared their findings and
recommendations with educational decision makers. Throughout this study I observed
instances of increased growth which challenges us to consider if participating in a Youth
Participatory Action Research project also promoted agency and growth among the youth
researchers. This research serves to act as a model for other YPAR projects, as it
unpacks and uplifts the processes necessary to enter into authentic, engaged scholarship.
My journey through this process offers a humble guide to others desiring to engage in
young people through YPAR; uplifting some of the tensions and struggles researchers
may experience along the way.
As mentioned, this research introduced critical post traumatic growth as a
conceptual framework that can be used to both explore and promote growth among
students, especially students of color. This framework offers a shift in how we think
about the realities of Black girls’ experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline. By
establishing a conceptual framework that uses a critical lens to further explore a
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psychological theory, I hope to challenge us to think beyond the deficit based view of
trauma, into a more holistic analysis that examines and uplifts the whole person. It
highlights the importance of the complex “in-between space” that exists between trauma
and growth, and challenges us to contemplate how Black women navigate this space both
as teens, and throughout our lives. I also hope to shed light on the systemic and
racialized trauma Black female students undergo, and examine how this trauma adds to
the chronic and persistent trauma they experience within community and family. Finally,
I hope to force us to re-examine narrative about trauma and suffering, remembering the
agency and power we, as people of color, bring to spaces every day, and understanding
how our complex navigation through the racialized spaces of life, enhances our ability to
grow.
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CHAPTER 2: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
This chapter focuses on the conceptual framework used to both ground and build
this research project. A theoretical, or conceptual, framework is described by Maxwell
(2005) as “the system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that
supports and informs your research” (p.33; Merriam, 2009, p.67). This study’s
framework will draw upon the models and tenets of interdisciplinary critical theories as
well as principles of positive psychology. The first section will take a look at literature
that will help lay a foundation of critical analysis. Literature explored will include:
Critical Race Theory, Intersectionality, Black Feminist Critical Thought, and Critical
Youth Studies, specifically Social Justice Youth Development. The second section will
examine literature related to Post Traumatic Growth, which was introduced in the
previous section. Finally, I will introduce the new conceptual framework of critical post
traumatic growth. Critical post traumatic growth is formed within the intersections of
Critical Race Theory and Post Traumatic Growth. This study will draw upon concepts
and methodologies from both theories. Critical post traumatic growth therefore serves as
a critical lens through which to interrogate the struggle, identity, navigation, voice,
community, resistance and hope found among Black female students.
“It is vital that we occupy theorizing space, that we not allow white men and
women solely to occupy it. By bringing in our own approaches and methodologies, we
transform that theorizing space” (Anzaldúa, 1990, p. xxv). This conceptual framework is
not only an attempt to position Black girls in the center of knowledge creation, but an
attempt for us to transform the space in which knowledge is created.
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Critical Race Theory
Derrick Bell laid the foundation for Critical Race Theory (CRT) in two pivotal
law review articles (Bell, 1976 & 1980; Milner 2007). Ground breaking at the time, Bell
(1995) declared, “revolutionizing a culture begins with the radical assessment of it” (p.
893). Subsequently, the field of education did not have conceptual or analytic tools to
enter into a discussion of race and needed CRT to evolve and become more
multidisciplinary (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Milner 2007). CRT therefore draws
from and extends a broad literature base of critical theory in law, sociology, history,
education, ethnic studies and women’s studies (Yosso, 2005; Ladson-Billings and Tate
1995; Stovall, 2006; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). CRT holds useful tenets in examining
the experience of female students of color within the US educational system. These
essential tenets include themes such as: the centrality of racism and white supremacy in
US society; a commitment to social justice; and the importance of the voices of people of
color, or counter-stories, to contradict the dominant narratives. Within the context of
disproportionate disciplinary practices, of particular interest is the notion of white
supremacy, which is described as:
a political, economic and cultural system in which Whites overwhelmingly
control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of White
superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of White dominance and
non-White subordination are daily re-enacted across a broad array of institutions
and social settings (Mills, 2003, p.179).
Understanding white supremacy becomes critical when recognizing the potential
systemic damage of educational policy. Colorblind policies, such as zero tolerance, may

18
have no de jure mention of race but are interpreted to disparately affect communities and
students of color (Stovall, 2006). Stovall goes on to assert that the understanding of
white supremacy as a structural phenomenon informing our work is pivotal in forcing us
to develop proactive stances to address needs and concerns of communities of color
(2006, p. 245). CRT theorists are committed to examining ways power and privilege
structure and shape education. We push this understanding into action and social justice.
Ultimately, striving to teach social justice, or “teach so that the young may be awakened
to the joy of working for transformation in the smallest places, so that they may become
healers and change their worlds” (Greene, 1998, p. xlv).
In 1995, Gloria Ladson Billings and William Tate began to theorize race and use
it as an analytic tool for understanding school inequity. Their discussion was based on
three propositions: race continues to be a significant factor influencing inequity in the
US; American society is based on property rights, as Blacks were themselves considered
property, while simultaneously, whiteness itself emerged as property (Harris, 1993); and
the intersection of race and property provides a lens through which we can understand
educational inequity (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 48). CRT is a framework that
can be used to theorize, examine and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and
explicitly impact on social structures practices and discourses (Yosso, 2005, p. 70). In
order to create a foundation for the emerging conceptual framework of critical post
traumatic growth as well as critically unpack the experiences of Black female students, I
will adhere to these propositions, specifically using the concepts of Counter-storytelling,
Black Crit, Intersectionality, Black Feminist Critical Thought and Critical Youth Studies.
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Counter-storytelling
Counter-storytelling is an integral part of any critical theory. It promotes the
assertion that the hegemonic narrative dominant in US society often leaves out stories of
people of color, denying and silencing third-world experiences. To push back upon the
dominant racist and deficit narrative found in most formal educational spaces, storytelling
can function as a form of self-defense and personal agency despite historical silences and
targeted violence by governmental authority, or public institutions like schools (Phillips,
2015, p. 36). Ultimately, within this project, we strived to create a space in which
personal testimony became political praxis (p. 44). We also worked to reject the single
story of incarcerated and formerly incarcerated girls, or Black girls and non-Black girls of
color, as “dangerous, unworthy and undeserving of an audience” (Winn, 2011, p. 143).
Counter-storytelling is therefore the methodological and pedagogical tool we used to
push back against the status quo and make room for the navigation of our place in history
(Kirkland, 2013, p. 31). This use of the first person, storytelling, personal narrative, and
the “unapologetic use of creativity” is foundational in any critical theory or practice (Bell,
1995, p. 5). The very act of telling stories and sharing experiences leads individuals to
realize how they came to be oppressed and subjugated and can allow people to stop
inflicting mental violence on themselves (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 57).
In addition to the ways in which counter-narratives provide both individual and
collective analyses of the experiences of people of color, our work in the various outlets
of neighborhood public schools, community organizations, progressive research/policy
institutes, and youth groups must remain collective with a commitment to action and
reflection (Stovall, 2016, p. 282). This storytelling must also uplift the understanding

20
that when knowledge is generated by people who are closer to the experience it will be
more authentic and objective than research created by those who, by way of their lack of
lived experience, have greater distance (Richie, 2012, p. 129). Through this research, as
girls shared narratives with each other, and myself, we collectively pushed to go beyond
the sole contribution of counter-story into work on the ground (Stovall, 2016, p. 281).
Both the importance of first-person narratives and the need to move from story to action,
are highlighted in the Youth Participatory Action Research methodology adopted within
this research project.
Black Crit
Black Crit doesn’t exist to recreate or reaffirm the problematic Black-White
binary found within Critical Race Theory, but to confront the specificity of antiblackness as a social construction (Dumas & ross, 2016, p. 416). Dumas and ross assert
CRT does not address how anti-blackness informs and facilitates racist ideology and
institutional practice (p.416). They also stress anti-blackness is not merely racism against
Black people, but an endemic and permanently assigned status in which Black humanity
remains tied to chattel slavery, where Black people have little right to live, breathe and
move for themselves. Black Crit helps to explain “how Black bodies become
marginalized, disregarded, and disdained” (p. 417 even within communities of color. We
must, therefore, in any work with Black students, acknowledge the historical and social
construction of race, and how it contributes to anti-blackness in societies, communities
and schools (Harris, 1993, p. 1718).
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Black Feminist Critical Theory
One of the cornerstones of Black Feminist Theory is the understanding that the
oppression of Black women and girls is complex and layered (Richie, 2012, p.128).
"Far too many African-American women intellectuals have labored in isolation and
obscurity" (Collins, 1980, p. 2). There is, therefore, a need to describe, analyze, explain
the significance of, and contribute to the development of Black feminist thought as a
form of critical social theory (Carby, 1986, pp.15-16). "Black feminism is not white
feminism in blackface. Black women have particular and legitimate issues which affect
our lives as Black women, and addressing those issues does not make us any less Black"
(Lorde, 1984, p. 60.) Considering the school-to-prison pipeline:
Black girls are left in a nebulous space between males and other women, where
they are rendered not only invisible but powerless to correct course with
opportunities that respond to their triple status as female, as a youth, and as a
person of African descent. (Morris, 2012, p. 10).
A Black feminist critique of schools must examine how schools are a part of a larger
structure of carcerality and anti-Blackness (Wun, 2016, p. 193). By unpacking the
context in which female students of color are educated, this critique follows
recommendations of Black feminists by centralizing the stories of Black girls in the
research and lifting up their experiences both within and without the educational space.
This critical race feminism complicates the feminist practice of autobiographical
storytelling within auto-ethnography through the centering of non-white racialized [and I
add, youthful] female experiences (Lane, 2017, p. 16).
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Intersectionality
Upon its conception, CRT did not fully address the intersectionality of race, class
and gender in a way that allowed many, specifically women of color, to find belonging
within the theory. Intersectionality has been broadly applied to a wide variety of
intersectional experiences, however, was originally formed by Kimberle’ Crenshaw to
address the “peculiar position of Black women with relation to race and sex
discrimination law” (Dumas & ross, 2016, p. 422). Overall, the experiences of women of
color are frequently the product of intersecting patterns of racism and sexism; however,
these experiences tend not to be represented within the discourses of either feminism or
antiracism (Crenshaw, 2011, p. 1243, 1244). These identities and experiences cannot be
compartmentalized into discrete categories of gender, class, social status, etc., they must
be addressed in their multi-dimensional complexity (Crenshaw, 1991).
As a theoretical framework, intersectionality is a “race-conscious gender analysis”
used to acknowledge the reality that Black women never stop being Black, nor do we
ever stop being women (Morris, 2016, p.180). Intersectionality therefore, simultaneously
considers the effects of multiple categories and multiple levels of social group
membership, including but not limited to race, class, gender and sexual orientation (Cole,
2008; Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller & Thomas, 1995; Settles, 2006). In order to
understand and explore the experiences of Black female students, we must be sure to
unpack the concept of structural intersectionality by recognizing the relationships
between established hierarchies that structure the relative vulnerability of subjects to the
public and private exercises of social power (Crenshaw, 2011, p. 1427).
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Social Justice Youth Development
The importance of Critical Youth Studies as a field of academic inquiry is that it
goes beyond traditional pathological approaches to assert that young people have the
ability to analyze their social context, collectively engage in critical research, and resist
repressive state and ideological institutions (Akom, Cammarota & Ginwright, 2008, p.
109). A Social Justice Youth Development (SJYD) framework, for example, points out
the limits of traditional positive youth development, specifically its inability to address
issues related to the systems of oppression many youth of color face (Ginwright &
Cammarota, 2002). There are three assumptions of SJYD that have their roots in Critical
Race Theory. These assumptions are:
1. The lives of youth are grounded in a reality where they and their families struggle
with poverty, racism and mobility;
2. Urban youth negotiate unique identities amidst oppressive conditions;
3. A social justice framework can equip youth of color to not only develop
knowledge about their circumstances, but develop ways to resist and take
collective action against their depressive environments. (Ginwright &
Cammarota, 2002).
Social Justice Youth Development also problematizes the paradigm that views youth as
problems to be fixed, and grounds youth programming in an approach that is deficit
based (Sollorzano & Yosso, 2002; Valencia, 1997). As previously discussed, the
majoritarian story distorts and suppresses the experiences of people of color, urban youth
are of course included in this silencing (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002 p. 31). Often times,
not only are youth looked at from a deficit-based perspective, but their cultures are
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blamed for causing the deficits (Valencia, 1997). Over the last 14 years, scholarly
literature has started to look not only at the importance of SJYD, but has also pointed
toward the need for communities to move beyond a purely social justice framework into
adopting an understanding of trauma and healing, thus inspiring hope among young
people (Ginwright, 2015, 2016). The next section takes into consideration the trauma and
growth experienced by our young people, and pushes us to consider, what Shawn
Ginwright (2016) calls Radical Healing.
Post Traumatic Growth
Post Traumatic Growth begins by acknowledging that difficult circumstances and
trauma can have a negative effect on ones’ development. This phenomenon was first
introduced formally in 1989 and was defined as “the experience of positive change
resulting from the struggle with major life crises” (Calhoun, Cann & Tedeschi, 2010, p.1;
Rendon, 2015). Tedeschi and Calhoun determined trauma or suffering resulted in five
distinct areas of change, including: increased inner strength; an openness to new
possibilities in life; closer and often deeper relationships with friends and family; an
enhanced appreciation for life; and a stronger sense of spirituality (Rendon, 2015, p.16).
The researchers introduced the Post Traumatic Growth Inventory in 1996, a survey which
has been translated into many languages and used around the world. As a result of 20
years of working with trauma survivors, Joseph (2011), among others, confirmed that
traumatic events could also serve as a catalyst for positive change within individuals.
Joseph’s statement that “rather than ruining one’s life, a traumatic event can actually
improve it” has implications for young people, especially young women of color and is
both insightful and problematic (Joseph, 2011, p. x).
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While it is imperative to ensure that we do not minimize the devastating short and
long-term effects of trauma, it is also important to push back and resist the sole deficit
based trauma narrative. We can do this by exploring a narrative consisting of both
positive and negative consequences that young women may experience after experiencing
trauma. To validate prior hypotheses, Joseph and Linley (2004) conducted an empirical
study with 39 participants and also discovered evidence of positive change after trauma
and adversity. Moving beyond a white, dominant narrative of Post Traumatic Growth,
Weiss and Berger’s (2010) collection of essays explores the concept of post traumatic
growth from an international perspective. The editors looked at a variety of experiences
around the world offering multicultural and diverse examples of growth, stress and
coping. This collection is pivotal, as prior work seemed to focus solely on the experience
of single events of trauma among white middle class individuals from Western countries,
especially England and the United States.
One of the obstacles in the expansion of Post Traumatic Growth has been the
tendency for researchers to ignore the cultural and racial context of stress and coping
(Weiss & Berger, 2010). There was a push to recognize the “importance of the
sociocultural context in shaping every aspect of the stress and coping process.” The next
major step in the psychology of effective coping needs to therefore seriously consider
culturally related variables (Wong, Reker & Peacock, 2006, p.225; Weiss & Berger,
2010, p.xxii). Wong, et. al., (2006) acknowledge that every culture is “shaped by its
unique set of physical environments, historical context, political events and dominant
religions and philosophies” (p.2). There has been development in the exploration of the
area of culture and PTG, however, I push us to move beyond merely examining cultural
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perspectives into engaging in deep critical analysis of growth and trauma among Black
girls, modeling what Joyce E. King (2006) calls critical studyin’ which “makes the
traditions of Black thought and ways of being, normally negated by ideological distortion
and denial of Black humanity, available to support human freedom” (p.338).
In summary, the current research seems to point to six areas that support the
emergence of growth. I have subsequently used these areas to frame the conceptual
framework, while at the same time being mindful of the critical lens necessary when
exploring experiences of Black girls, non-Black girls of color, or people of color in
general. The keys to growth as summarized by Rendon (2015) are:
1. Telling a new story;
2. Relying on others;
3. Honest communication;
4. Looking for the positive;
5. Finding meaning in faith; and
6. Creativity.
Critical Post Traumatic Growth
The emerging conceptual framework being used to frame this study is critical
post traumatic growth. This framework combines the foundational truths of Critical
Race Theories and psychological principles of Post Traumatic Growth to provide a lens
that recognizes the power, agency and growth of young people, while also
acknowledging the systems of oppression and exclusion they operate within. It is
important to view any sociological or psychological theory through a racialized critical
lens in order to ensure experiences of people of color are adequately analyzed and
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addressed. When addressing trauma and growth among Black students, we must also
examine the adaptations resulting from slavery focusing specifically toward identifying
those behavioral adaptations which make us stronger (DeGruy, 2005, p.14). This is
discussed in more detail in the literature review. Critical post traumatic trowth,
therefore, recognizes oppression as a source of trauma while at the same time
acknowledging the strength and resistance of those who have experienced such trauma.

Figure 2.1. This figure illustrates the space within CRT and PTG where critical
post traumatic growth exists and flourishes.
In order to carefully dissect this space between critical theories and Post Traumatic
Growth I initially identified seven tenets that appear to highlight the essential elements of
both theories. The seven tenets uplifted within this framework are: context; struggle;
navigation; resistance; community; voice and hope. The following definitions section
will name each tenet; define its characteristics; outline its connection to Critical Race
Theories and Post Traumatic Growth; and finally, pose core questions that can be used by
researchers to further describe and explore critical post traumatic growth. As this concept
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is further defined and analyzed, it can be used as a tool to provide examination of critical
transformative spaces that promote growth even amidst trauma.
Definitions
Context
In order to transform educational spaces, one must recognize the reality of the
current context in which young people exist. In this research setting, context refers to a
critical analysis of the space in which Black girls live and are schooled. In this analysis,
we must both acknowledge the fact that educational institutions are inherently,
structurally racist; as well as put things in place to address that racism (Akom et. al.,
2008). Context also causes us to describe the school as the “pipeline” or the space that
should be under interrogation for how it treats the needs of Black students, specifically
Black girls. Finally, we must consider the role of the pipeline as the source of carcerality
and trauma for young people of color (Sojoyner, 2013; 2016). This tenet is rooted in the
racialized lens of critical theories and the acknowledgement of white supremacy that is at
play in the US. Incidentally, a critical analysis of context seems to be absent from current
studies that explore post traumatic growth. Studying context prompts us to ask questions
such as:
•

What types of conditions exist within the space?

•

What structural inequities influence the space and how are they dismantled?

•

Is this space transformative or disruptive?

•

Does the space promote growth or does it induce trauma?

•

Is the space healing or harmful?
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Struggle
This tenet speaks to the trauma our youth experience, including: interpersonal
trauma; community trauma: and, institutional/structural trauma. Unpacking this tenet
gives us a framework within which Black girls can describe their struggle and the
struggle of their peers in ways that uplift their lived experience, as well as provide
implications and insight into the types of resources and/or educational spaces necessary
to maximize success. It is important to specifically recognize structural and institutional
trauma in this tenet, as most current trauma-informed pedagogical responses do not
acknowledge that educational spaces contribute to trauma by reinforcing white
supremacy and perpetuating inequitable environments for students of color. Core
questions to ask when considering struggle are:
•

What types of trauma or struggle are being experienced?

•

How is structural and institutional trauma explicitly discussed and addressed?

•

What historical or generational trauma is prevalent in the community, and how
does the community respond to such trauma?

•

Is the trauma persistent and pervasive, or are examples of trauma isolated and
individualized?

•

How do communities and individuals develop and describe their trauma
narrative?

•

In what ways are their narratives honored and voices heard in the naming of
trauma?

•

What resources are available to address or resist trauma?
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Navigation
Our young people have the ability to navigate complex systems and maintain
ownership of their present and their future. Post Traumatic Growth highlights the role of
cognitive processing and coping mechanisms in the lives of Black girls, including: the
ability to reflect; reduced incidences of self-blame; self-forgiveness; religious coping;
sense of personal control; social support; and the development of a new narrative
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2004; Kaye-Tzadok & Davidson-Arad, 2016). All of these
phenomena play an important role in a young person’s ability to navigate through their
many obstacles. Related to this discussion, Post Traumatic Growth also uplifts the
importance of social support in increasing likelihood of growth after trauma. Core
questions include:
•

How do individuals navigate spaces and systems?

•

What coping mechanisms have individuals and communities adopted in order to
assist in their navigation?

•

How do individuals process the obstacles and challenges that get in their way?

•

What type of self-blame, or using a critical lens, internalized stereotypes, are
adopted?

•

What types of support are available to provide scaffolding to individuals that need
help navigating their respective spaces?

Resistance
Post Traumatic Growth explores resilience as a principle, which is described as
“the capacity of a dynamic system to withstand or recover from significant challenges
that threaten its stability, viability or development (Matsen, 2011, p.494; Kaye-Tzadok &
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Davidson-Arad, 2016, p. 2). In addition, Post Traumatic Growth theory highlights
increased inner strength as one of the results of PTG (Rendon, 2015). Critical theories,
including Social Justice Youth Development and Black Feminist Crit push us to move
beyond individual resilience to consider how people of color individually and
collectively resist oppression and silencing, and fight back against a corrupt and
inequitable system. This resistance, involves disrupting and rejecting hegemonic notions
of justice, particularly in regards to race (Ginwright, 2015). Sometimes these acts of
resistance are acts of micro-resistance that serve to empower and inspire. Other times
acts of resistance involve macro acts of organizing and collective action. We must
explore how this resistance among Black female students contributes to their growth after
trauma. Transformational resistance is described as student behavior that demonstrates
both a critique of oppression and desire for social justice (Cammarota & Romero, 2011,
p. 496). Resistance (or critical resilience) can also be an important coping mechanism as
it serves to uplift girls’ sense of agency and power. Core questions include:
•

In what ways do youth display acts of individual resistance?

•

How do communities (specifically communities of youth) collectively resist?

•

How does the setting respond to these acts of resistance?

•

In what ways do individuals organize and mobilize to resist collectively,
especially when their voices are not valued?

Community
Rendon (2015) uplifts closer relationships as one of the results of PTG. Other
Post Traumatic Growth research is inconclusive about the importance of social support.
According to Volgin & Bates, Post Traumatic Growth was not related to social support
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(2016), however, some researchers find positive correlations between social and
emotional support and PTG (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998; Schroevers, Helgeson,
Sanderman, & Ranchor (2010). The importance of community, however, remains a core
presumption of Critical Studies, especially within Black Feminist Crit and Social Justice
Youth Development frameworks. It is important, therefore, to further explore the
concept of social support, or community, through a critical lens. During the course of
this study, I explored how Black girls define and develop community, and are supported
by community of their elders and/or peers. Core questions to be asked are:
•

How is community defined by Black girls?

•

What types of support are available to Black girls?

•

What types of support do Black girls say they need?

•

What types of community capital exist?

•

How are communities developed and celebrated within and outside of institutional
spaces?

Voice
Suppressing the knowledge (or voice) of any oppressed group makes it easier for
the dominant group to maintain rule and order, as the absence of disapproval or critique
suggests the oppressed willingly collaborate with their own victimization (Scott, 1985).
As discussed in detail earlier in this chapter, Critical Race Theory centralizes the
experiences of people of color, and counter storytelling. Post Traumatic Growth also
acknowledges the power of developing and sharing narratives.
Core questions to be asked about voice include:
•

How do individuals and communities use their voice?
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•

Are all voices equally represented and valued regardless of ethnicity, gender, age,
disability, etc.?

•

How are certain voices silenced?

•

How does the community make space for voice?

•

What non-traditional, or non-conforming, ways do individuals use their voice?

•

Does the setting ask for, make space for, and expect youth (or community) input
and voice?

•

Are “other” voices tokenized or accepted as authentic and important?

Hope
Post Traumatic Growth theory highlights the openness of new possibilities as one
of the results of PTG (Rendon, 2015). Also uplifted are enhanced appreciation for life,
and increased spirituality, which are inextricably tied to hope. The concept of hope is an
important focus of Critical Youth Studies (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Duncan
Andrade, 2009). “Personal hope is elevated through feeling compassion for those who
experience suffering but exist beyond the individual’s immediate community” (Ginwright
& Cammarota, 2002, p. 833). Hopefulness can also be related to the concept with post
traumatic growth of faith/spirituality, which addresses believing in something bigger than
oneself, and is shown to have a positive impact on growth after trauma. Black leaders
and other leaders of color, have expressed that one of the greatest challenges facing social
justice work is the growing sense of spiritual emptiness and burnout, or to use a critical
post traumatic growth framework, a lack of hope (Ginwright, 2015, p. 37).
As mentioned previously, Duncan Andrade (2009), in his work with urban youth,
also examined this concept of hope. He described both enemies of hope, and examples of
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the types of hope that can be found in urban communities. Duncan Andrade asserts,
audacious hope “demands that we reconnect to the collective by struggling alongside one
another, sharing in the victories and the pain” (Duncan Andrade, 2009, p. 9). In addition,
Patrick Camangian (2015) describes how humanizing pedagogy requires “the ability to
problematize reality, liberate ones voice, and possess the ability to foster hope in
otherwise seemingly hopeless conditions” (p.443). Core questions that can unpack, or
further explore, the concept of critical hope, include:
•

How is hope defined by individuals and communities?

•

How do individuals and communities maintain hope within oppressive structures?

•

What examples of faith and hope are displayed?

•

What opportunities exist to expand and increase hopefulness?
Summary
The emerging conceptual framework of critical post traumatic growth gives us a

lens through which we can interrogate the experiences of Black girls within the schoolto-prison pipeline. By using a conceptual frame that addresses context, struggle,
navigation, resistance, community, voice, and hope we can, by invitation of course, peer
into the lives of Black girls through their personal narratives, and examine how they
grow, resist and express agency, even while they are undergoing persistent stress and
trauma. It is important to point out, the concepts uplifted in critical post traumatic growth
individually are not new, when combined however, they give us a new lens that can be
applied to both analysis and practice. Finally, while this research project made a
preliminary exploration into critical post traumatic growth, more research is necessary to
unpack each of these tenets and determine whether critical post traumatic growth as a
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framework can help communities of color better understand trauma and growth by
applying a critical lens to a phenomenon birthed in positive psychology. This study used
the lens of critical post traumatic growth to explore the meta (secondary) research
questions: What types of trauma have Black girls experienced within the school-to-prison
pipeline; and, how do the tenets of critical post traumatic trowth illustrate (or reflect) the
experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline?
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
The previous chapter investigated and uplifted literature related to the conceptual,
or theoretical, framework employed within this study. This chapter is an exploration of
related research studies. In the first section, we begin by looking at research related to
the school-to-prison pipeline, focusing specifically on studies related to Black girls. The
second section provides a background of trauma focused literature, looking not only at
interpersonal and community trauma, but also the school setting as a perpetrator of (and
potential space of healing from) trauma. Finally, we will explore literature related to
Participatory Action Research as a methodological tool to promote youth agency and
voice.
Background literature: School-to-prison pipeline
As early as 1975, Office for Civil Rights data clearly illustrated racial disparities
and disproportionality between Black and white students (Children’s Defense Fund,
1975; Skiba, 2000). In his primary analysis of school disciplinary practices, Skiba (2000)
outlined the history and in-effectiveness of zero tolerance, asserting that since the CDF
report, “racial disproportionality in the use of school suspension has been a highly
consistent finding” (p. 11). In 1994, the Clinton Administration signed the Gun Free
Schools Act, which outlined mandatory minimum expulsion terms for specific (gun
related) offenses. This first federal “zero tolerance” legislation opened doors for even
stricter and more punitive policies at the local level. In this way, Skiba (2000) lays the
foundation for what will be soon be called the school-to-prison pipeline.

37
Ferguson (2001) explored the experience of Black boys within public schools.
The thick descriptions of a participant observer of 11 and 12 year olds in an elementary
school reveal how school disciplinary rules, coupled with educator bias, seem to single
out Black males as being at future risk for criminalization. This implicit racial bias found
within schools is tied to the larger context of institutional racism (Skiba, 2002). Skiba,
Michael, Nordo and Peterson (2002), used a statistical analysis, to quantify the issue of
disproportionality and supplemented 25+ years of ethnographic research describing
discrimination and bias. Noguera (2003) unpacks the Black male experience and
challenges schools to develop a more empathetic response to the challenges young men
face. He also moves beyond viewing black men as victims, calling for further research
on youth culture and identity, to paint a more holistic picture of Black male experience in
schools. The emphasis on gender, as well as racial differences, within the research likely
contributed to the nationwide focus on boys and men of color we have been experiencing
over the five years or so.
The school-to-prison pipeline is so named because schools appear to actively
collect Black, and non-Black youth of color, and funnel them toward a future in prison.
This metaphor implicates the educational system in the structuring of a path that leads to
incarceration (Simmons, 2009). More specifically the school-to-prison pipeline is
defined as the collection of experiences in school that are punitive, isolating and
exclusionary (Wald & Losen, 2003; Ayers, Dohrn, and Ayers, 2001). Young people of
color are disproportionately placed in special education programs, suspended, retained
and placed in alternative placements that often lead to them being “pushed out” of school
completely. In addition, shifts in public policies have made it easier to try youth as
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adults, as well as detain youth for non-violent crimes and minor status offences. This
school house to jailhouse track, described as “an outgrowth of zero tolerance” continues
to devastate communities of color, especially African American communities (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2000; Civil Rights Project, 2000; Browne, 2003, p.11; Kim, Losen &
Hewitt, 2010). As Los Angeles student Cinthia Gonzalez states, “students are being
brought up in an environment that is a pre-prisoning of youth” (Gonzalez as cited in
Fuentes, 2012, p. 18).
Girls and the school-to-prison pipeline
Efforts to address concerns about the school-to-prison pipeline have, before now,
been primarily focused on boys of color, specifically Black boys. Female students of
color, especially Black girls, are also negatively impacted by punitive disciplinary
policies, however have been left out of much of the current discourse. The silence
surrounding girls is analogous to the historically gendered silencing of the voices of
Black girls around issues such as abuse, sexual exploitation and domestic violence.
Furthermore, the school-to-prison pipeline metaphor fails to not only address the unique
intersectionality of girls’ experience, but also fails to unpack what else (beyond prison)
faces girls who have not been educated or supported throughout their school experience.
As early as the mid-1980s, suspension rates among Black girls were found to be higher
than white girls, (Taylor and Foster, 1986).
Left unaddressed, almost 20 years later this disproportionality still remained
(Raffaele Mendez and Knoff (2003). Black girls are more likely to be suspended or
disciplined for profanity, defiance and disruptive behavior than their white peers. Black
girls are also suspended for fighting, often related to their ethnicity and cultural place,
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within schools. The typical response is to cast blame on the girls themselves, which often
happens in relation to female students of color (Taylor-Thompson, 2005). We must
remember, however, that individual choices and decisions are not the sole contributors to
the school/prison nexus (Winn 2011, p. 5).
Literature asserts Black girls’ experience with exclusionary discipline produce
similar outcomes to Black boys (Morris, 2012, 2016). Much of the current research,
however, excludes girls “leading many stakeholders to infer that girls of color are not
also at risk” (Crenshaw, 2015, p. 5). “This silence about at risk girls is multidimensional
and cross-institutional. The risks that Black and other girls of color confront rarely
receive the full attention of researchers, advocates, policy makers and funders” (p. 8). As
such, any effort to understand and intervene in the conditions confronting female students
of color will require researchers, advocates and stakeholders to listen to girls and to
document their stories (p. 9). Participatory action research will enhance our
understanding on how we can improve education and engagement of Black girls. We
also need to expand “multi-modal approaches to knowing that include sacred experience
and action research” this is necessary in order to better understand the responses of young
women to their circumstances of poverty, sexism and objectification, and their fight to be
seen and heard (Morris, 2012, p. 11).
When it comes to Black girls, policies often “regulate students’ non-violent
movements, labeling expressions and forms of communication as defiance and
disobedience” (Wun, 2016 p. 182). When committed by Black girls, these behaviors are
criminalized by the school authorities (p. 183). In spite of recent research that explores
the experiences of girls within the school-to-prison pipeline, there is still so much to
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explore about the lives of Black girls (Morris, 2016, p. 196). We must continue to
interrogate “how might Black girls be uniquely impacted by school and other disciplinary
policies?” (Morris, 2016 p. 182)
Beyond the school-to-prison pipeline
There is also a need to challenge the dominant discourse about the school-toprison pipeline and consider that schools are not merely a prison training ground, but the
site where oppression, and control of Black youth becomes normalized (Sojoyner, 2016).
As long as we focus on limited policy developments that address things like zero
tolerance we will continue to miss the fact that the actual structure of public education as
we know it reinforces racial stratification and a carceral state for young people.
Furthermore, “policy based strategies have produced a set of conditions that reinforce
anti-Black racism and simultaneously function to discipline Black movements for
liberation” (Sojourner, 2013, p. 242). In describing America’s prison nation, Beth
Richie (2012) discusses in detail two “social problems” that are connected to male
violence, “persistent poverty and control of sexuality” (p.103). She asserts, “through the
deployment of public policies that rely on a socially constructed understanding of the
crime problem which the public accepts without question.” This analysis can also apply
to dynamics within schools where “aggressive punishment of norm violations was used to
help maintain the existing social order rather than changing society (or education) to
benefit the most disadvantaged Black women (or girls) (p.103). Ultimately, the
phenomenon described as the school-to-prison pipeline fails to dig dep and address the
root causes that have led to increased surveillance, racialized and economic segregation
within education. It also fails to acknowledge the enormous effect that the public

41
educational system has had upon institutionalizing (and feeding) the current prison
complex (Sojoyner, 2014, p.54).
Use of the term school-to prison pipeline within the context of this research in no
way means to diminish the need to push beyond the constraints of the framework itself.
We cannot focus purely on discipline practices as contributors to the prison pipeline, we
must also address issues related to our educational system’s need to uphold dangerous
stereotypes as they strive to control and dominate Black minds and bodies. In addition,
failing to accurately interrogate the pipeline, has resulted in the relationship between
schools and prison being repackaged in a seemingly palatable, non-threatening way that
doesn’t really equip community organizers to understand or articulate the real issues.
Situating the school-to-prison pipeline in an historical context is necessary to
comprehend the complexity of black youth within school settings. This viewpoint
causes us to not only understand the historical systems of oppression that have been
perpetuated through US education, but also understand the power, strength and resistance
that exists among young people amidst the trauma of their oppression.
From Nat Turner learning how to read, proselytizing and teaching a message of
Black revolt throughout the US South, to Black students at Jefferson High School
[in Los Angeles] going on strike, education has remained at the intersection
between freedom and enclosure of Black people. (Sojoyner, 2013, p. 260)
This context of intersection, or in-between space, we are calling the “pipeline” is a unique
setting that has both inflicted trauma and provided room for liberty and transformation.
How young people, specifically Black girls navigate within the margins of this
intersection is one of the questions this research hopes to explore.
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Trauma
Research regarding the effects of trauma has increased over the last 20 years.
This section provides an overview of research related to trauma, especially as it relates to
Black girls. Much of the research comes from a deficit-based lens and dismisses the
agency of young people. It is important, however, to understand how youth are affected
by trauma in order to understand and unpack their strength and resilience. Beth Richie in
Male Violence Against Black Women (2012) lays out a framework that addresses intimate
personal violence, community violence, and state-sanctioned, structural violence
confronting Black women. This framework is important as it elevates the types of
violence & trauma we must address beyond individual circumstances and forces us to
also address systemic and institutional settings that become sites of violence for all Black
students, but specifically Black girls. This section looks at seminal works related to
trauma, recent literature and studies that uplift the physical and mental health effects of
Adverse Childhood Experiences, and research that addresses individual, community and
structural trauma, including that of Black girls particularly.
Background literature
Dana Jack (1991) reframed archaic ideas about female depression, describing how
research methodologies serve to silence women. Jack used the voices of twelve women
to understand how women shape their behavior and deal with their trauma. In 1992
Judith Herman offered a similarly compelling account of trauma, building links between
individual trauma and political terror. She lays groundwork by asserting private trauma
can only be fully understood within a political or social context.
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Adverse childhood experiences
The concept of complex trauma was developed to describe the symptom
presentation of survivors of extensive and repeated trauma and refers to a traumatic event
that is chronic, interpersonal and begins in childhood (Wamser-Nanney & Vandenberg,
2013, p. 672). The “ACE” study based at Kaiser Permanente with more than 45,000
adults is considered the most pivotal study regarding Adverse Childhood Experiences or
chronic trauma during childhood and adolescence. There is a strong correlation between
exposure to trauma in childhood and health risk factors, adult diseases and several of the
leading causes of death in adults. The ACE tool, a ten item survey, can also be
administered to teens. This work has thus been expanded to detail effects of trauma
through a biopsychosocial perspective, and offer considerations to enhance protective
factors and subsequently reduce negative health outcomes (Larkin, Felitti & Anda 2014).
The Blacks Making a Difference facilitator and founder, Jody Johnson reported that
average ACE score of his class was six (J. Johnson, personal communication, 2016).
Anything higher than 3-4 positive indicators on the ACE s score is deemed likely to
exhibit adverse effects on individuals’ present or future.
Individual trauma among youth of color
The effects of trauma on the lives of young African American men have been
explored in empirical and qualitative research (Rich, 2011). The trauma experienced by
young women and girls differs. Among juvenile justice-involved youth, females report
particularly high levels of trauma symptoms and tend to have experienced physical,
sexual, or psychological abuse (Kerig, Ward, Vanderzee & Moeddel, 2009, p. 301;
Smith-Evans, Goss, Kaufmann & Frohlich, p,18). Women and girls of color are more

44
likely to be subjected to sexual exploitation and human trafficking than their White peers
(Wun, 2016; Morris, 2016).
Community trauma
Youth exposure to community violence is considered a public health issue around
the globe (Finkelhor, Ormrod & Turner, 2007; World Health Organization, 2008).
Strong associations have been found between juvenile justice youth, traumatic exposure
and behavioral health issues such as depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and substance
use (Kerig et al., 2009). Youth who are exposed to community violence have increased
rates of aggression and high-risk behavior (Cooley-Strickland, Quille, Griffin, Stuart,
Bradshaw, & Furr-Holden, (2009). The role of neighborhood (context) as a significant
influence on youth and violence has also been documented (Santiago & Galster 2014;
Voisin, Bird, Hardestry & Shi Shiu, 2011).
Structural trauma: Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome
According to lead Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome researcher, Joy DeGruy
(2005), we rarely look to our history to understand how Black people in the United States
adapted our behavior over centuries in order to survive the devastating effects of chattel
slavery. These behaviors, both maladaptive and constructive, are due in part to transgenerational adaptations associated with both the past traumas of slavery and histories of
ongoing oppression. In order to unpack experiences of Black girls in US schools, it is
important to understand the socio-political-historical context within which they operate.
Structural trauma: trauma in schools
While normative and even critical accounts of policy and practice in education
allow us to acknowledge inequities, foregrounding the concept of suffering allows us to
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consider more deeply how racialized bodies endure suffering in the spaces of schools,
and how their suffering appears almost normal (Dumas, 2014). Often times, Black
students are told that participating in schooling is not suffering, but an opportunity to
improve one’s life chances. Then as the group continues to suffer, as a result of
inequitable access to social and educational opportunities, that too is deemed not a
legitimate form of suffering, but the inevitable and natural result of failure – on the part
of the individual or the group – to take full advantage of schooling, either as a result of
laziness or lack of innate ability (Dumas, 2014). Because of these ongoing discrepancies,
schools can and should be included as a site of trauma as illustrated by the race-based
traumatic stress injury model, which is described as emotional injury brought on by the
stress of racism (Carter, 2007). Everyday racism is enacted through direct and indirect
means in which indirect enactments occur in the development and application of policy
and procedures as well as in media portrayals of Blacks and people of color. Youth who
experience greater racial discrimination have higher post-traumatic stress symptoms and
elevated delinquency rates (Kang & Burton, 2014, p. 1121). This discrimination is often
related to biases and stereotypes.
Unfortunately, because of systemic race and gender discrimination, Black girls
are often stereotyped before they even enter a school building, which subsequently
affects teacher perceptions, as well as self-perceptions and self-esteem of girls
themselves. These stereotypes have roots in slavery where Black women were depicted
as angry and aggressive, or promiscuous and hyper-sexualized (Smith-Evans, et. al.,
2014, p. 5). "School disciplinary policies and practices quell the girls' abilities to assert
their agencies and subjectivities as humans, particularly within the context of the afterlife
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of slavery" (Wun, 2016, p. 191). As Wun (2016) describes, these policies are “part of a
larger structural condition that authorizes institutions and individuals to perpetually
violate Black girls and women without acknowledging the possibility of their
victimhood" (p, 192).
Trauma-informed education
Incorporating trauma-informed approaches in school communities is crucial to
effectively meet the complex needs of children who face adversity (Anderson, Blitz &
Saastamoinen, 2015, p. 115). Trauma-informed education involves building awareness
among practitioners of the neurophysiological responses to trauma that innately prepare
youth to fight, flee or freeze (mentally disassociate) from traumatic memories or high
stress situations, often resulting in violent outbursts, fleeing the situation, and lack of
engagement (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012; Anderson et. al., 2015). Trauma-informed
practices include social-emotional development and problem-solving skills often
delivered by teachers in a classroom setting (Anderson et. al., 2015, p. 114). Currently,
even when schools have resources to implement trauma related practices in the
classrooms student perspectives are largely absent from the development of these
resources. Teachers and school staff appear to have a strong understanding that student
behavior is often related to trauma and stress, but a significant number do not appear to
understand how adult behavior in the school could contribute to the students' stress
(Anderson et. al. 2015, p. 129). Practitioners may find Participatory Action Research (or
Youth Participatory Action Research) a useful strategy when engaging communities in
evaluating and generating trauma informed policies, as well as exploring the concept of
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structural violence and its link to social inequities manifesting themselves in trauma and
related suffering (Bowen and Murshid, 2016, p. 228).
Expanded learning
Expanded Learning refers to learning opportunities offered before and/or after
school as well as during the summer that provide safe spaces for young people outside of
the academic school day. Expanded Learning places that are utilized as sites of resistance
become spaces for individuals and communities to develop agency and expression (Pryor
& Outley, 2014, p. 277). These spaces may exist within the school site or in a community
setting. Youth engaged in community organizations are more likely to participate in
social activities in and out of school and are likely to have high levels of social trust
(Baldridge 2014 and Ginwright, 2009). There is a need, however, for deeper reflection
and commitment from educational leaders and administrators to reflect on the ways in
which “deficit-oriented rhetoric ascribed to Black youth shapes not only how youth are
framed and imagined but also the ways in which they are engaged in a variety of
educational contexts” (Baldridge, 2014, p.467). More specifically, “the perpetuation of
deficit labeling of Black youth in after-school contexts removes the focus from the
systemic inequality that shapes their opportunities for educational and social mobility”
(Baldridge, 2014, p. 467).
The goal is therefore to create spaces in which young people participate in
practices geared toward achieving an egalitarian world with safe, vibrant neighborhoods
that support healthy, positive youth identities (Cammarota & Romero, 2011, p. 490).
Such spaces would incite hope, as illustrated by a quote from a student involved in an
Expanded Learning class in a high school setting, “I come to this class because I feel like
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I have a voice here I can speak about my experiences as a Black female and no one tells
me to sit down and be quiet” (Akom, Cammarota & Ginwright 2008, p.118). Research
signals the important role out-of-school time or expanded learning program practitioners
can play in supporting academics and self-confidence by providing a safe environment
where girls can develop healthy identities and relationships (Muno, 2014, p. 29).
Featured in a Black Minds Matter report by Education Trust West (2015), our
local Northern California school district has offered a variety of youth development
programs for students of color, both during the school day and through expanded
learning. “These initiatives embrace a social justice framework that position students as
agents of change in their communities, not merely recipients of service. For many of the
district’s initiatives, it partners with direct service providers from the community” (p. 22).
Youth Participatory Action Research
Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is a critical research methodology
that focuses on centralizing youth voice and placing young people in a position to be
considered experts in their own education and experiences (Cammarota & Fine, 2008;
Bautista, Bertrand, Morrell, Scorza & Matthews, 2013). YPAR encompasses three
principles: “the collective investigation of a problem; the reliance on indigenous
knowledge to better understand that problem; and the desire to take individual and/or
collective action to deal with the stated problem” (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 157).
YPAR is more than a research methodology; rather it is at once, a methodology,
pedagogy, and a theory of action for creating social justice and social change (Akom, et.
al., 2008, p.112). Indeed, by combining CRT with YPAR, a pedagogical space of
resiliency and resistance can be developed, which challenges the dominant mind set,
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increases academic engagement and achievement, and builds new understandings of the
strength and assets of youth of color and the communities from which they come from
(Akom, et al., 2008, p. 112). Youth participatory action research focuses on centralizing
the voice of youth and positioning them as the experts of their own educational
experiences (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Duncan Andrade & Morrell, 2008). Researchers
who use YPAR contend that students provide a critical perspective that must be called
upon as we strive to create educational reform agendas. Student narratives can help
reframe problems and solutions in education while simultaneously producing knowledge
that is student-centered and action driven (Bautista et.al., 2012, p. 2). YPAR therefore
attempts to redefine what counts as “knowledge” and demystifies the role and definition
of who is considered an “expert” (Koirala-Azad & Fuentes, 2009).
This study is as much about the methodological approaches to educational
research as it is about youth who use these tools to tell their story. As such, the data
reflect the stories youth told when attempting to speak truth to power (Bautista et. al.,
2012, p. 3). YPAR places youth in positions as subjects and partners in the research
process (Duncan Andrade & Morrell, 2008, p. 108). This process of conducting YPAR
draws upon students' lived experiences to inform their studies redefining, and
reaffirming, their identity as not just passive consumers of their education but rather as
experts (Bautista et.al., 2013). The intention, therefore, is for students to reclaim the
political space that silences their voices by filling in the missing element - student
knowledge - for developing effective policies for young people. Young people from
oppressed communities experience social and economic threats on personal, community
and societal levels. YPAR involves critical analyses of social justice problems and
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presentations to influential people in their community to initiate change. Youth will learn
qualitative research methodologies for assessing and addressing the everyday injustices
limiting their own and their peers’ potential (Cammarota & Romero, 2011, p. 495).
YPAR is also described as an alternative philosophy of social research often associated
with social transformation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 337).
In addition, YPAR encourages young people to resist the normalization of
systemic oppression by undertaking their own engaged praxis, meaning they engage in
critical and collective inquiry as well as reflection and action focused on "reading" and
speaking back to the reality of the world, their world (Freire, 1993, p. 2.) This
methodology was, therefore necessary, for this project in order to lift the historically
silenced voices of female students of color and authentically engage young women in a
transformative dialogue in order to imagine and recommend change. In this study YPAR
became formal resistance that leads to transformation, which can be defined as systemic
and institutional change to promote social justice (Freire, 1993, p. 2).
Research Gap
Even though the experiences of female students of color have begun to be
explored, there is still a gap in the research when it comes to girls. In addition, there are
few studies that solely uplift the narratives of Black girls using a Youth Participatory
Action Research methodology. YPAR studies with a focus on trauma and growth are
especially lacking. The concept of Post Traumatic Growth in an educational setting,
focusing specifically on Black girls has yet to be explored. Finally, Post Traumatic
Growth needs to be interrogated using a critical lens. This study serves to fill this gap in
the research by using a conceptual framework that merges Critical Race Theories and

51
Post Traumatic Growth. This framework, termed critical post traumatic growth, provides
a lens through which we will examine and explore the experiences of Black female
students.

52
CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Restatement of the Purpose of the Study
The primary purpose of this qualitative study was to elevate the voices of Black
girls by engaging them in a process of inquiry that allowed them to share their
experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline; develop counter narratives to the
dominant, deficit based, view of trauma; and share the new knowledge they have created
with educational decision makers. This was accomplished using a Youth Participatory
Action Research (YPAR) methodology. The secondary purpose of this study was to
explore critical post traumatic growth among Black girls. This was done through critical
ethnography, by observing the lived experiences of Black girls, reflecting on the YPAR
process and highlighting how Black girls exhibited agency and growth amidst trauma.
This research thus aimed to accomplish the following objectives:
1) to contribute to a deeper understanding within the field of education about the
complexities of trauma and growth within the school-to-prison pipeline by
engaging and observing Black girls in scientific inquiry that explored and
unpacked their lived experiences;
2) to provide a safe space for Black girls to exhibit agency and use their voices to tell
their stories, and the stories of their peers, in order to provide a counter narrative
to the deficit-based view of trauma informed education;
3) to allow Black girls to participate in a project that encourages and teaches inquiry
based transformation, and finally;
4) to use the emerging conceptual framework of critical post traumatic growth to
analyze the possibilities of a new radical imagination in regards to schooling, as
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well as, make recommendations for how girls could, and should, be treated within
educational spaces.
Restatement of the Research Questions
As discussed, there were two sets of research questions. Using a Youth
Participatory Action Research methodology, the first set of primary research questions
were developed by the Queens Speak Research Team in order to investigate and explore
the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline. The secondary (meta)
set of questions provided a more targeted inquiry into the trauma and growth within the
lives of Black girls, by exploring the tenets of critical post traumatic growth.
The questions are as follows:
Primary questions
1) How do we as Black girls describe ourselves?
2) What struggles do Black girls have?
3) In what ways do our struggles make us stronger?
4) What do Black girls need to be successful in school?
5) What recommendations do we have for schools to better serve and teach us?
Secondary (meta) questions
1) What types of trauma have Black girls, within the school-to-prison pipeline,
experienced?
2) How do the tenets of critical post traumatic growth illustrate (or reflect) the
experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline?
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Research Design
This qualitative research project was designed in a way to both allow Black girls
the opportunity to explore their environment and highlight their experiences, as well as to
allow myself the opportunity to observe and reflect with them during this process. A core
group of girls became the Research Team that co-led the design, data collection and data
analysis of the YPAR project. They were both participants and co-researchers. This
approach allowed me to stay true to youth voice, allowing young people to lead in the
collecting and sharing of their narrative; the analysis of the data and the production of
new knowledge; and finally the sharing of policy and/or practice recommendations with
the wider educational community. In addition, using a critical ethnographic approach, I
observed the girls conducting YPAR over a seven-month period, exploring their written,
and verbal interactions, in depth.
Setting
Brookside High School
This research took place at an urban high school in California which I call
Brookside High (a pseudonym). Brookside has an enrollment of 1,683 students.
Brookside is ethnically diverse: 21.9% Black, 28.3% Asian, 36.4%, Latino, 4.9% Pacific
Islander, 4.1% White, 1.4% Filipino and 0.3% Native American or Alaskan Native. Over
90% of students are eligible for the Free and Reduced Meal Program. Brookside, like
many urban schools, struggles with low academic performance, especially among Black
and Brown students, school push-out, and disproportionality in discipline. The school
has improved in suspension rates, moving from 16.1% in 2011-2012 to 8.8% in 2013-14.
However, Black students continue to be disproportionally subjected to punitive
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discipline, creating a carceral experience for many, and directly contributing to the
school-to-prison pipeline for some.
Brookside is situated in a low-income, working class community. A few blocks
from the school is a low-income community that was taken over via eminent domain
several years ago by the City’s Housing and Redevelopment Agency. Brookside’s
current principal, who was recently promoted into the head administrator position, is
trying to build upon the trajectory to improve school climate established by the former
principal. The school has adopted school-wide restorative justice policies, and had staff
members trained in facilitating restorative justice circles. Brookside also has student-led
peer court. Brookside has an expansive expanded learning program that provides
learning opportunities outside of the regular school day. During before, after school and
summer spaces, students are given opportunities to participate in enrichment activities as
well as credit recovery or academic supports. Students also participate in culturally
relevant, expanded learning programming that focuses on mentoring, leadership
development, community building and social justice. Within these settings, young people
have an opportunity to develop identity, self-efficacy, agency and empowerment.
It is important to note that throughout the course of the study, Brookside seemed
to revert back to a more traditionally conservative and punitive model of discipline,
overlaid with restorative circles for problematic students. Like many high schools,
Brookside seemed to struggle in the process of becoming a truly transformative
educational setting. This important distinction affected the progress of Black female
students, as they continued to raise voices in resistance, and challenged the future of the
BMAD class.
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BMAD leadership class
The specific setting for this research is the Blacks Making a Difference (BMAD)
Leadership class at Brookside High School. In its fourth year at Brookside, the BMAD
class serves to support Black students to “become the change they want to see in the
world” (J. Johnson, personal communication, 2016). Students meet with Mr. Johnson, a
recent law school graduate, and the BMAD founder and facilitator, during the 7th period
(after school) space where they develop a sense of cultural identity and understanding of
their history; develop an understanding of stereotypes, racism and structural oppressions
affecting Black students; receive academic and social emotional support to enhance their
college and career readiness; participate in group and individual mentoring with adults
and with younger peers; serve their community through bi-monthly community
empowerment breakfasts; and participate in other relevant civic engagement and social
justice opportunities. Most importantly this transformative space is centered in, and
provides many opportunities for, youth voice and agency. Within BMAD, Black students
develop community, and learn how to collaboratively navigate the school space.
Participants and Selection of Research Team
Queens Speak
Through my relationship with Brookside High School and the expanded learning
programs within the district, I gained access to the school site and the BMAD Leadership
program. As Youth Development Support Services Director, I have been leading youth
voice and expanded learning programming within the district for over six years. I have
also been actively involved with BMAD as an adult ally for almost three years. Using a
snowball sampling technique, I selected participants or co-researchers based initially on
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teacher or facilitator recommendations, students’ engagement in their leadership class,
students’ desire to participate the research project, and their interest in being involved in
school and community change. Girls also recommended other female students to
participate in the research group, both in the beginning and throughout the duration of the
project. Girls received high-school credit (through their BMAD Leadership class) and a
$250.00 stipend for their participation in Queens Speak. I determined that it was
important to honor the countless hours both inside and outside of the classroom, through
a monetary stipend. The stipend was not contingent on their “completion” of the YPAR
project, and the girls decided, as a community, that especially if a participant had life
changes during the project (like illness, family obligations or employment) that they
would still receive the stipend even if they couldn’t complete the project.
I initially identified 10 cis-gendered, trans and gender fluid Black students to
participate on the research team. At the time of the project all self-identified as Black
females. These students currently attended Brookside High and ranged in age from 1518. As the project ensued, other girls wanted to join the research team. The core team
agreed to have enrollment be open. The total number of research team was 15, although
participation and attendance varied throughout the eight months of research. The team
named their research group Queens Speak. They described choosing “queen” as a way to
push back on the negative stereotypes surrounding Black women. During the naming
process, two of the students talked openly about the fluidity of their gender and whether
or not “queen” adequately described them. We discussed and contemplated having a
more gender-neutral pronoun, however, they ultimately decided that they primarily
identified as strong Black women whose ancestors were African kings and queens. They
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determined that the name was appropriate and inclusive. The Queens Speak Research
Team collected data from among other Black female students participating in BMAD
programs at Brookside and neighboring schools. They called these focus groups
Women’s Empowerment Chats. The total number of research participants, including the
girls that participated in the Women’s Empowerment Chats, was therefore closer to 30
students.
All participants in the study gave active written assent or consent. Parent consent
was obtained for all minors participating in the study. No harm from this study was
intended, but participants were fully aware their participation was voluntary and that they
may discontinue the study at any time. The Research Team shared details about the
experiences they had both at school and in their community in person, and in an online
journal. If students were triggered at any point during the study, they had access to
myself, as well as their BMAD program facilitators, mentors and other clinicians, or
counselors. Several students requested additional advice navigating through life and
school through in-person conversations and through their journal entries. Several
referrals were made by myself and/or the BMAD facilitator for outside intervention and
supports including mental health counseling and anger management. These referrals
were related to situations the girls were experiencing in school and at home, not
precipitated by the research project itself.
Primary research focus
In order to address the primary research questions, we followed a YPAR
methodological framework. As such, all aspects of the data collection and analysis were
designed in collaboration with the Queens Speak Research Team. Through group
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conversations and the sharing of prior research, the research team began their process by
formulating a collective understanding of the history and experiences of Black girls
within the school-to-prison pipeline. Queens Speak met almost weekly over the course of
seven months. We built relationships by sharing our personal experiences in informal
ways inside the classroom. We also spent time together outside of “group.” We went to a
basketball game and music studio together; in addition, some of the girls spent time at my
house cooking or working on homework. Most of the weekly sessions were recorded, via
my cell phone’s audio recording device as well as through a “note taker” assigned by the
team to take notes for that day. The research team chose interviews and focus groups as
their primary data collection methods. Once the students were trained in these methods
of data collection, they chose to conduct Women’s Empowerment Chats, focus groups
with other girls at Brookside and neighboring schools. Students conducted two open
focus groups, and several individual or group interviews with each other and myself.
As I read youth poetry and journals in preparation for this project, it became
apparent that the students had experienced extensive trauma. In light of the types of
trauma described in the student’s journals, I made the decision that the research team
themselves would not unpack or address each other’s traumatic histories. We definitely
addressed and discussed any instances of trauma that were organically brought up,
however, framed conversations with Queens Speak to focus on struggle rather than
trauma. This decision was made to avoid enhancing secondary trauma, as well as to
preclude students from feeling pressured to share their trauma narratives with their peers.
If trauma was directly disclosed in groups or interviews, follow-up happened with the
students outside of the group sessions. This follow up was conducted by both myself and
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the BMAD facilitators. In addition to data collection and analysis, the research team also
designed how they would share their findings through a variety of artistic methods
including music, art, poetry and photography.
Secondary research focus: Critical ethnography
To explore the secondary (meta) research questions I decided to use critical
ethnography as my methodological approach. I did not want this to take away from the
essence of the YPAR project, but needed a framework within which to collect data and
organize my thoughts in regards to critical post traumatic growth. Ethnography is
described as both a process and a product. Immersion in the site as a participant observer
is the primary method of data collection (Merriam, 2009, p.28). I also utilized documents
as part of this submersion into the culture of Black girls at Brookside. In order to
understand and unpack the trauma and struggle experienced by the participants, I
examined journal entries and poetry created in 2016. Young people submitted these
documents directly to their BMAD facilitators as part of another youth voice project
unrelated to this research; they subsequently gave permission for the documents to be
used in this project. I also examined the ongoing journals that the girls kept as part of the
Queens Speak experience.
Research Phases
The methodology for the YPAR project was broken into five different phases as
illustrated in Figure 3.1 below. It is important to mention that this process was not
completely linear. There was an iterative nature to the way data was collected, analyzed
and summarized so that it could be shared.
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Setting a research agenda: How do we want to tell our
story? How can I best explore trauma and growth?
Primary data collection: Focus groups and interviews;
Secondary data collection: Document analysis and
observations.

Data analysis: What have we learned about our
community? What is the data telling us?

Action: Sharing our story with others in a variety of
ways;

Reflection: What did we learn about our experience
and ourselves?

Figure 4.1. This figure illustrates the five stages of the research project. It is
adapted from Duncan Andrade & Morrell (2008).
Phase one
During this introductory phase, Queen Speak researchers learned about the
purpose of the study and received the training necessary to collect and analyze data. We
discussed basic research related to girls within the school-to-prison pipeline, Participatory
Action Research as a methodology, and ways to develop an understanding about trauma
and growth. In addition, during this phase, I began to reflect on the secondary research
questions, in order to determine how I could best explore critical post traumatic growth
among Black female high school students.
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Phase two
In order to answer the primary research questions Students collected data within
their Expanded Learning program at Brookside High. The students conducted focus
groups and interviews in order to gather data about their experiences and the experiences
of their peers. In addition, in order to answer the secondary research questions, I
collected and reviewed documents (journals and poetry) to better understand the context
the girls exist within and how they navigated through the school system. I also conducted
observations of the groups and used my reflections to unpack critical post traumatic
growth.
Phase three
This phase consisted of analyzing the data and determined the best way to present
the data to the public. All interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed.
The transcriptions were reviewed several times, and the data was coded put into themes.
I transcribed the data personally, in order to ensure I did not miss any nuances within the
communication. In addition, I analyzed the findings from document analysis and
observations in the same way. I used an excel spreadsheet to organize the data into
themes. When sharing YPAR data with the girls I used a google form so that they could
all view and add information if necessary. Subsequent focus groups paid close attention
to the themes, and looked for information that substantiated or disputed the themes.
Queens Speak planned to use these data to highlight key findings and make
recommendations to the community.
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Phase four
The Queens Speak research team decided they wanted to hold an awareness event
consisting of sharing their findings with other Black women, educational decision maker,
their families and their peers. They implemented their determined plan of action to
highlight and uplift the research findings and made recommendations that have
implications for educational policy and practice; ultimately influencing how girls are
viewed and treated within the school-to-prison pipeline. They embraced art activism as
their form of expression, deciding that they wanted to have the event be a multi-media
showcase that included visual art, music, photography and dance. They received support
and training from community allies and mentors in arts activism in order to create a
memorable and successful event. Finally, Queens Speak decided that an effective way to
encapsulate their collective voice would be through a video. They unveiled their video
documentary during this event, and challenged community members to become more
involved in implementing changes that could change the educational trajectory for Black
girls.
Phase five
This phase included group and individual summative reflection of both the project
and the action. It is important to note formative reflection of the research took place
throughout the process and was documented through online and written journals and
weekly reflection meetings. During this phase I further examined the YPAR process
through the lens of critical post traumatic growth offering my reflections and implications
for further research and practice. We also planned a college tour at the end of the
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research project, to an East Coast university. We intend to use this time together to both
collectively cogitate on the project, as well as plan next steps for Queens Speak.
Data Collection & Analysis
This section takes a deeper look at the data collection and analysis conducted by
both Queens Speak and myself. According to Duncan Andrade & Morrell (2008) an
important goal of YPAR is to conduct educational research that leads to social change;
however, it is also necessary to analyze the effect of the process of YPAR on the student
researchers (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). In order to do this, I interviewed each member
of the research team to understand more deeply their personal experiences before and
throughout the project. The research team members and I also maintained online
reflection journals or field notes throughout the duration of the project. I triangulated the
data gleaned from written and online journals with information obtained through the
interviews with the research team, as well as with observations and reflections of our
group meetings in order to better describe our experiences and answer the secondary
(meta) research questions.
Focus groups and interviews
Queens Speak chose to conduct interviews, focus groups, and journal entries as
their primary data collection methods. They interviewed each other in order to both
practice their interviewing skills, and develop a context for the focus groups. The
interviews took place during our group meetings, and were recorded using the girls’
mobile phones. They sent me the recordings, or uploaded them into our google doc, and
I transcribed them. Transcribing the recordings myself helped me listen to both the
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words the girls were sharing, as well as catch the nuances in their tone, their laughter, and
their frustrations.
The two main focus groups were held at Brookside High School. Other group
meetings and gatherings happened at The Empowerment Center, a small community
space BMAD acquired during the latter part of the project. At Brookside, focus groups
lasted approximately 1-2 hours after school and took place in the school’s library. The
research team organized the entire focus group experience, including: marketing and
invitations; securing the space; as well as making sure there was food and a creative
ambiance, including raffle prizes and a music play list.
The first focus group was described by the team as organized chaos. We were
given permission to use the library through the Expanded Learning program, and one of
the research team members met with the librarian in advance because she wanted to be
sure we would put the room back as we had found it. The girls were all excited about the
first focus group however, even though they had assigned roles, not everyone appeared to
be on the same page in regards to how the focus group should role out. We organized
chairs in a circle, and had a flip chart to take notes. We recorded the entire focus group
by placing a cell phone in the middle of the room and using its audio-recording device. I
later transcribed the recording and we went over the transcription data in order to pull out
the themes. As my role was one of a supportive observer, I remained quiet throughout
most of the group and allowed the girls to lead the conversation. I made written and
mental notes about the dynamics of the group in my field journal, paying close attention
to group dynamics and looking specifically for evidence of struggle, navigation,
resistance, community, voice and hope.
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To set the tone, one of the Queens Speak members, Teja, volunteered to share her
story with the larger group. Moniqua then facilitated a conversation so the group could
delve deeper into the research questions. One of the team members printed extra copies
of the research questions in the event focus group members wanted to read along. Before
Teja shared her story, Brooklyn led a discussion about group norms we would adhere to
during the focus group, and use for the remainder of our sessions. In order to maintain
safety and respect within the group the girls agreed on the following:
Group Norm

Description

One Mic

One person agreed to talk at a time; this was difficult to manage and
uphold, but the group did come back together when the facilitator
reminded them of the rule;

What’s said in
the circle
stays in the
circle
Bubbles

I [Stacey] shared a brief description of mandated reporting, and the girls
agreed to respect privacy and not share stories outside of the group;

Rather than say “what are you talking about” the group suggested
“bubbles” as a code word to invoke more explanation from the speaker.
They used this several times during the conversation, it made us all
laugh, but allowed for us to dig deeper into various topics.
Clean up after As we had food (sandwiches, chips and cookies) during the focus group,
yourself
we all agreed to clean up the room and straighten up the chairs per
librarian’s instructions;
Be respectful We recognized the sanctuary and sacredness of the space and agreed to
be respectful of each other’s stories and voice;
No side
This was the hardest rule to maintain, although the facilitators did their
conversations best, there were times when side conversations continued and added to
the subtle chaos of the group;
Minimal
The group recognized the need for cell phones in emergencies, but
phone use
agreed we would keep the use to a minimal;
One LOVE
We agreed on the intention that the purpose of the group was self-love
and the love and uplifting of Black women; we intended to maintain this
focus throughout the session.
Table 4.1. This table illustrates the norms established by the group. It includes a
brief description of each norm.
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The second focus group was a little less chaotic. Moniqua also facilitated. Two adults
joined us; one was a Black female community partner, who has known many of the girls
for several years and has worked with them individually and in groups, through her
community organization. The second, a new Black female administrator to the school
also joined us about halfway through.
Once the focus group data were transcribed, I reviewed the transcription data, as
well as my journal notes, and began the initial process of identifying themes. I listened
and read through the recording and transcriptions several times in order to not only
capture the answers to the primary questions, but also look for nuances and clues that
could provide insight to the secondary research questions as well. I created a preliminary
list of themes and patterns, and shared them with the group for accuracy. The Queens
Speak members, Zenae and Mariah, took notes on a flip chart during the focus groups
and meetings, which we used to confirm (or refute) the themes we had identified. I
created initial codes (theme headings) and placed these codes into an excel spreadsheet
along with corresponding quotes and examples to substantiate the theme. I used this
spreadsheet to measure frequency and identify patterns or new information. We used the
excel spreadsheet, recordings and flip chart notes to review the data and themes as a
group. Finally, I compared the themes with the literature, and had several discussions
with the girls about how our findings could be situated in the historical and socio-political
journeys of Black women and girls.

YPAR Analysis
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During and after the data collection phase, the youth researchers and I worked
together to analyze the data. We organized our data; read and summarized our findings;
described, classified and grouped our data into themes; and finally interpreted our data
(Creswell, 2013). As mentioned, I transcribed the focus group and interview sessions and
we reviewed and discussed their content as a group. I gave preliminary suggestions
regarding the themes I was noticing, and we used flip charts and markers to write them
down, subsequently pasting them on the walls of the rooms we gathered in. We then
collectively reviewed data to see whether or not it fit into the categories we were
developing. We also checked regularly with other participants to see whether or not we
had missed anything, and whether we had captured the essence of our discussions.
Ultimately we harnessed our data into a coherent and unified story that represented our
findings, with the hope we could motivate our subsequent audience into action (Garcia,
et.al, 2016).
Document Analysis
According to Merriam (2009) documents of any kind can help a researcher
“uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research
problem (p.163). In this project I used documents created by the participants both prior
to and during the YPAR project. In order to understand the context Black girls were
operating within I analyzed poetry and journal entries. As such, documents provided
background information, as well as further insight into the girls’ lived experiences
(Bowen, 2009). In order to make sense of the numerous documents, I first skimmed, then
read through all the documents several times absorbing the information, and taking notes
about preliminary themes. Both Queens Speak research team members and I also kept
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ongoing journals. Occasionally girls would share specific incidents with me, and I would
ask them to “ooh write that down!” Finally, I coded the content into themes in the same
way we did with the interviews and focus groups. The preliminary document analysis I
conducted revealed the extent of trauma that participants had experienced, and shaped
how we rolled out questions related to trauma and struggle.
Observations
In order to maintain a critical ethnographical focus and explore the culture of
Black girls in relationship to critical post traumatic growth, I conducted regular
observations of BMAD and Queens Speak. I used my journal to document interactions
between the participants, paying close attention to the conversations they had with each
other. As a participant observer I was also engaged in regular conversation with young
people. I would jot notes in my journal about topics we discussed, writing thicker
descriptions when I got to my car or office. I also used my phone to type or record
impromptu interactions, especially those related to the themes we were uncovering.
Observation was also very important during the focus groups, the music studio project,
the creation of the video, and the action event. Observation is the best technique to use
when an activity, event, or situation can be observed first hand, especially when a fresh
perspective is desired (Merriam, 2009, p.119).
Research Leadership Team Profiles
Queens Speak research team consisted of 15 members. Next, in order to provide
information about the students’ complex identities, I offer composite profiles for six of
the members, which are both reflective of my experience getting to know the girls as well
as written and verbal data collected through interviews and journals. I chose not to share
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every student’s profile and have used pseudonyms in order to protect the girls’ privacy.
In some instances, I have merged their stories, in order to ensure anonymity.
Porsha
Porsha is a 15-year-old Black sophomore. She is the youngest of five. Her father
died when she was much younger, and she was raised by a single mother. I met Porsha
due to having a mentoring relationship with two of her siblings, one of which spent most
of his adolescence in group homes. Her other brother was out of the home for most of his
junior and senior year. Both siblings had spent time in jail. Porsha describes herself as a
“grown ass man”; she identifies as LGBT and has a girlfriend who participated in the
group also. She has aspirations to go into law enforcement after college. Porsha has
good grades, although reports she was a “bad kid” in middle school, and was always
getting suspended for fighting. She is extremely introspective, and says she prefers to be
alone, stating she doesn’t like people. She is participating in the research project, in part,
due to her desire to push herself out of her shell, and get used to interacting with people.
She also states, “I want to be a part of this research, because I feel like if we come
together we'll have more of an impact on our community.”
Janay
Janay is a 17-year-old Black high school senior. At the beginning of this project,
she lived with her mother and stepfather, as well as her younger siblings. She has
participated in projects with me previously, stating, “I did research with Ms Stacey with a
project for girls of color and I did an interview for them.” Janay describes herself as
“quiet but outgoing;” she says she likes “taking on challenges” but acknowledges she is
“shy while doing it.” She wants to be an occupational therapist or a chef when she grows
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up, because she says “I love food like a lot.” Janay stated, “my hopes and dreams are to
make it out alive because in this world nothing is promised.” She also shared that she
wants to graduate and become a “real successful person.” During the course of the
research project Janay’s mom and stepdad separated. This created a lot of instability for
the family, including a stretch of several months where Janay was looking for somewhere
to stay, so she could finish her senior year at Brookside, as her mom was considering
relocating to a different city. Janay continued to stay actively involved with Queens
Speak through these stressors.
Maisha
Maisha is a 16-year-old Black junior in high school. She is currently cheer
captain at Brookside. We had to stay focused on time management during our meetings
because when it became time for cheer, Maisha wanted to stay and continue to the
participate in the discussions and miss practice. Maisha stated that because she has a
“nice face,” people think she’s nice when in reality she is mean. She puts her smile on
like a mask. She reports her talents are talking to people in small groups and dancing.
Maisha stated that she felt that teachers think Black girls always have attitude, and that
Black girls are dress coded more than other students. She wanted to participate in the
research project to “help make a change.” She also shares in middle school she was “off
the chains” and was suspended for fighting a lot. There is a family history of untreated
mental illness, drug use and domestic violence. The grandmother is a stabilizing force in
the family, and helps a lot with Maisha’s supervision, transportation, etc.
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Taylor
Taylor is a 17-year-old senior. She is from a small family that she describes as
“dysfunctional;” she states “I got an example of what not to be like in life very early.” In
spite of these struggles Taylor writes “my mom is one of the people in my family who
has their stuff together. She’s very hardworking.” She has been class president and often
finds herself taking initiative in class with projects, etc. Taylor has hopes and dreams to
attend an Historically Black College and University (HBCU). She wants to study
psychology and open a counseling business one day. When asked why she wanted to
participate as part of the research team, she stated “I believe it will help me to build my
character. But also allow me to give input on society and to help make a difference in
other people's lives and I love that idea.” Taylor joined Queens Speak after participating
in the first focus group. She wanted to get involved in something empowering to Black
women, and became a leader in the group. Taylor got accepted into an HBCU in a
Southern State and plans to go away to school in the Fall.
Mariah
Mariah is currently a 12th grader at Brookside. She comes from a family of eight.
She shares “we’re all different, always clashing but always coming to together at the end
of the day. My mom is strong, kind and loving. She has passed these traits down to every
single one of her children making sure that we live a life of excitement, and diligence.”
When asked about leadership experience Mariah stated, “I don't have much leadership
outside of my household. I am the oldest child of 6 so a lot of the time I act as a surrogate
for my mother. Doing so has helped me develop many real life skills.”
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In regards to the research team, she shares, “I want to be a part of the research
leadership team so that I can possibly develop a new outlook on life and be able to
analyze situations not only from an African Americans point of view but many other
point of views. Growing up I've never been into women empowerment or leadership
however recently it's become a highlight of my day to day life. Being in the group
meetings so far has gave me something to look forward to every Wednesday.” Mariah
wants to attend an HBCU and then transition to medical school. She wants to eventually
open a medical practice where she can provide low-cost medical care.” Toward the end
of the project Mariah got accepted into a University of California school. She didn’t get
into her first HBCU choice, and was in the process of making a decision about where she
would be attending college.
Alexys
Alexys is also a 17-year-old senior. She is currently living with one of the other
participants. Prior to that she was living with her step-grandmother, after being removed
by Children’s Protective Services. She states that some of the issues facing Black girls
are “being looked down upon; the community doesn’t really have high expectations of
black girls; and one last thing some black girls don’t have enough reliable resources.”
She is interested in music and comfortable working in small groups. Alexys has
experienced a lot of trauma and instability, but nevertheless has an extremely high grade
point average and participates in the group in order to be focused on something other than
academics. At the end of the project Alexys got accepted to a top HBCU out of state.
She stated she was excited, but nervous, about the transition. Ultimately she decided to
go to a local State University that was more financially feasible.
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Researcher Positionality
My positionality as a survivor of both childhood trauma and the school-to-prison
pipeline posed a unique opportunity within this study. As a teen I was a disengaged
student who was frequently disciplined for what many would consider typical adolescent
behavior. As previously mentioned, as a Black immigrant youth, I became pregnant at 17
years old and dropped out of high school. Many of my high school peers are now either
living in poverty, incarcerated or dead. Not only did I struggle in high school, but also I
subsequently experienced hardships during my early adulthood, including a personal
incarceration and ongoing familial experience with the prison industrial complex.
Throughout my life’s journey, these experiences have caused me to experience symptoms
of both Post Traumatic Stress and Post Traumatic Growth.
I am also a school district central office administrator, social worker, youth
mentor and advocate, community youth activist, mother scholar, and healer. These
multiple positions afford me the ability to authentically engage with young women of
color because of the commonalities of our lived experiences. They also forced me to
continuously evaluate, assess and reflect on my relationship to the researchers and the
research itself. This ultimately allowed and encouraged me to acknowledge and honor
my own role as an engaged scholar.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this research project highlighted counter-narratives of the lives of
Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline. In allowing youth to both lead and fully
participate in the research process, I hoped to have promoted growth within and among
young women and their peers. Moreover, youth researchers had the opportunity to
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engage in college level research, which will hopefully increase their sense of educational
achievement and agency. In addition, I used a critical ethnographic framework to explore
critical post traumatic growth among Black female students. Ultimately, I believe that
the action and process of conducting the research was as important to Black girls, their
growth, and their campus as the outcome of the research itself.
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS
This chapter is divided into three parts. Part 1 describes the Queens Speak Youth
Participatory Action Research project, which answered the primary research questions:
How do we as Black girls describe ourselves? What struggles do Black girls have? In
what ways do our struggles make us stronger? What do Black girls need to be successful
in school? And finally, what recommendations do we have for schools to better serve and
teach us? Part 2 describes the action taken, by Queens Speak and the recommendations
they made to both schools and communities. Part 3 focuses on addressing the secondary
research questions: What types of trauma have Black girls within the school-to-prison
pipeline experienced? And, how do the tenets of critical posttraumatic growth illustrate
(or reflect) the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison pipeline?
Part 1- Queens Speak: A YPAR Project
In order to authentically gather data related to the experiences of Black girls in the
school-to-prison pipeline this seven-month Youth Participatory Action Research project
engaged young women in a research group named Queens Speak. Queens Speak was
tasked with exploring the lived experiences of Black girls in schools by sharing their own
narratives, and connecting with other girls in the BMAD leadership program, in order to
collect and share their stories. The questions were developed by the research team
themselves. The subsequent findings are organized by research question.
How do we as Black girls describe ourselves?
Often times, as the girls uncovered through this project, Black women and girls
are rendered invisible with nobody really paying attention to who they consider
themselves to be. Or they are defined in relationship to negative stereotypes and
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misrepresentations that serve to describe and define them. It was important, therefore, for
the girls to begin their project with a description of who they consider themselves to be.
Through focus groups and interviews, the participants all described themselves as
“unique.” Some of the statements they shared that they felt set them apart and made
them unique were:
My personality;
My mindset how I go about things;
I’m different in a lot of ways, I like to do different stuff and think about different
things;
I like to DJ - I just got equipment and stuff. I set my self apart;
My personality and I care for others. I don’t ever want to leave people out;
Being creative, I like to do creative things;
I think differently, like I think at a higher level;
I love to eat draw and listen to music cook bake all that good stuff and run track it
keeps me focused;
I’ve never found someone as goofy as me. I’m always turned up.
The girls also went into more detail in describing themselves in their journals:
Most people wouldn't think I'm as outgoing as I am because I'm very closed off;
I don't want to allow people the opportunity to hurt me so I just don't allow myself
to talk to others;
I love sports, I'm very adventurous, love to try new things;
I would say I'm unique because my personality isn't a typical person’s, I don't do
stuff people normally do and that's fine because I have a saying “why worry about
fitting in when your custom made”;
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I have been the captain of my soccer team, I have been class president, I find
myself always taking initiative in class or class projects etc. I consider myself a
leader;
What makes me unique is my ability to help people with their problems be that
listening ear everybody wants giving good advice to those who need it just being
myself to make others feel comfortable;
People always ask me about myself or what's my story? I used to say it’s boring
you don’t want to know, or I don't know what my story is. Now I say my story
isn't finished yet – I'll tell you later.
What struggles do Black girls have?
In this YPAR project, virtually no decisions were made outside of the group. The
one area I determined, however, prior to collaboratively developing the research
questions was that Queens Speak would focus on what we defined as struggle, rather than
trauma. This nuanced difference, I believe, helped shape how the questions were
answered by young people during their interviews and focus groups. Even though the
struggles described were definitely traumatizing, merely using a different word seemed to
set a different tone for conversation. The unintended, yet insightful, impact of this
approach was that Queens Speak spent more time focusing on their experiences within
the school-to-prison pipeline itself, exploring the school setting as a site of struggle, and
identifying examples of resistance and opportunity, rather than remaining focused on
their own interpersonal trauma and experience. This allowed us to stay more focused on
filling one of the gaps in the research as preliminarily intended. The girls’ struggles
ranged from interpersonal situations and circumstances, to having to navigate
institutional and structural systems of oppression.
After grouping the findings into themes we found that the following areas
regularly bubbled to the surface, and were commonly discussed regardless of the students
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we spoke with. The areas of struggle that were most common were: misrepresentations
and stereotypes; family; appearance; invisibility; and competition. In this section, I share
overall information about the themes discovered, as well as provide direct narrative from
the written or transcribed data.
[Mis]representations
The misrepresentations and stereotypes the participants described facing mirror
those shared by Black women throughout history. Black women in America have always
had to deal and navigate derogatory assumptions about their character and identity
(Harris Perry, 2011, p.5). More specifically,
Women and girls in America are subjected to dormant assumptions about their
sexuality, their “anger,” or their “attitude.” They have long understood that their
way of engaging with the world – how they talk, how they walk, how they wear
their hair, or how they hold their bodies – is subject to scrutiny, especially by
those in positions of power (Morris, 2016, p. 35).
The girls stated stereotypes and assumptions affected the way they were treated at school
by teachers, administrators and even their own peers. The stereotypes they felt were most
apparent in their environments were: the myth of the angry Black woman, the
oversexualizing of Black girls, Black superwoman, and numerous stereotypes related to
colorism and hair. These stereotypes are often intertwined and have an effect on the
other struggles girls’ described including invisibility, competition and appearance. The
girls felt like they were “put into boxes” by these expectations and assumptions. This
racist controlling imagery is used to affirm white supremacy and maintain hegemonic
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structures, including the structures of control that exist within the educational system.
According to George (2015),
loud, disruptive, confrontational, aggressive, unlady-like, ratchet, ghetto - these
are all disparaging adjectives commonly used to describe the behavior of African
American women and girls. These adjectives, rooted in race and gender
stereotypes from the days of slavery serve to reproduce social hierarchies and
social constructions of race and gender (p. 102).
The following are examples of how these stereotypes manifested in the girls’ lived
experience as well as reflected how these misrepresentations affect their lives and their
learning.
Angry Black Woman.
A recurring theme that stood out in all of the interviews and focus groups was the
myth of the Angry Black Woman. Almost all of the girls described dealing with people
who thought they were mean, rude, loud, rowdy or uncivilized. They described how, at
school, even the slightest teenage attitude would result in exclusionary disciplinary
responses. They also shared that they were often muted, or unheard, until they invoked
an attitude, then teachers and administrators paid attention to them. They felt like
becoming loud would be the only way they would be listened to. It made the
consequence worth it, as at least they had an opportunity to share their opinion, and/or
their side of the story:
[People think we are all] ratchet … when people see me they automatically think
black girls are ghetto, but when you first get to know me I am quiet;
They think we’ll just pop off [pause] we will [group laughter];
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I don’t hold my tongue for nobody. I don’t care who you are respect isn’t given
its earned. If you come out the gate disrespectful to me I’m not going to be like
yes sir, yes ma’am. Oh, so people are like “your ghetto, your loud, your
ratchet.” No I just like to have fun. Why can’t I laugh. I always had something
to say; we never had a voice, so I have a mouth and I’m going to use it. If you are
going to say what you gonna say to me I’m not going to hold my tongue;
I hate the stereotype that all black girls, us speaking our mind and saying how we
feel, is considered attitude. We are not afraid to say what we feel about
something. They make that for us, something bad about us, “oh that’s attitude”;
it’s not called attitude – she’s just voicing her opinion.
Oversexualized.
The stereotype of being “fast” was one that most of the girls recognized and dealt
with often. It was most apparent when it came to their clothing. The group erupted in
loud chatter and offered lots of examples when any of the girls brought up “dress code”
and the fact that many Black girls were over-disciplined for how they dressed:
Black girls can wear certain things and we are being fast … [room erupts] I can’t
wear shorts because my butt is too big or my legs are too long. You should treat
every girl the same, if she gon get dress coded, she should get dress coded too …
they make us put a PE shirt with somebody else’s name on it [laughing].
Precious, a transgender student, fell victim to this stereotype when she was not
allowed to participate in a school activity because of her resistance to the newly enforced
dress code policy. My journal reads:
Went to the football game today in order to watch the band dancers and
cheerleaders. Excited to watch my girls do their thing. I saw Precious before half
time and gave her a hug but when the girls performed she wasn’t there. I thought
maybe she got shy or something ... Everybody else killed it. Hope she’s ok.
Precious later shared she wasn’t allowed to dance because she didn’t have leggings. She
shared they had a new dance dress code, and the girls had to wear leggings with their
outfits. She refused to put leggings on, saying she felt more comfortable in shorts. The
girls all discussed that they felt like people thought their dances were too fast, and by
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covering up they were acting more appropriately. Precious shared with other students,
she finally felt comfortable in her own skin, and now they were trying to censor her. She
would rather not dance at all.
The girls also dealt with their own internalization of the “fast black girl”
stereotype. Several of the girls were determined not to be viewed as “fast” and
intentionally took a more conservative approach to behavior and clothing:
Um I feel like um the black stereotype is that all black girls are fast. And most
black girls like to, like to show their body off. And one thing about me is that I’m
the opposite. I sometimes get like, what’s that word, um, what’s that word?
[inaudible] … no, self conscious … about what I wear. And because I don’t want,
like, I don’t want anybody, any strangers or people to be like, oh she’s probably
like other girls like fast and all this. When honestly like I’m all like, I worry
about school, I want to get an education and pursue my career and all that.
Others resisted and intentionally wore what “the hell we want.” During the music
session, that will be described in more detail later, some of the girls shared they didn’t
want to be seen as some of those girls who were seen “shaking their tail feathers.” This
subtle form of shaming is often prevalent in conservative Black communities as those
who aren’t upholding various respectability politics are put down, and those who walk,
talk, dress and act “appropriately” are celebrated.
It was difficult for me to allow the girls to travel their own journey of discovery
around these particular stereotypes. I didn’t want to perpetuate the status quo, but also
didn’t want to shame them for what they had internalized. Instead, I tried to challenge
them to think critically about the comments they made about other Black girls and
interrogate where their biases originated. In order to justify the sexual abuse and
exploitation of black women, during slavery, stereotypes emerged depicting them as
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seductive and hypersexual (George, 2015, p.107). We had dialogue about these issues
and created questions to guide us as we moved forward, including: how do we and other
Black women create space to simply be ourselves without judgement; as well as how do
we critique the stereotypes through a historical and critical lens, even (or maybe
especially) the internalized stereotypes and the expectations we put on ourselves? In
other words, how do we develop critical consciousness and decolonize our own minds
(Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).
Black superwoman.
The girls described many instances of being stereotyped as a superwoman and
being perceived as having almost super human strength, even though they were
technically still children, or young adults. This myth is one that has plagued Black
women since slavery. Being strong got our foremothers through horrors, but that strength
wasn’t “strong Black woman” it was their humanity (Kendall, 2013). As the study drew
to a close, one of the Queens Speak members, Porsha was suspended for five days for
“getting into a fight.” My journal reads:
Found out from Porsha what happened yesterday [Monday]. Apparently it started
on Friday. She shared that “a white boy in her class stay messing with her.” She
said the teacher doesn’t say anything. Well, on Monday, the boy continued to
taunt her. She said his girlfriend stood by and laughed. After class Porsha
confronted the girl. The boy stepped in and began to yell at her and call her
names. This went on for a couple of minutes, when he called her a “stupid ass
bitch.” Porsha said she lost it and threw his cell phone. He then punched her in
the face. PUNCHED HER IN THE FACE! Porsha pulled up her shorts and took
off on him. Some of the other girls jumped in. Apparently he was very bruised
up, and hurt pretty badly. Porsha was sent home on a personal day. Later that
night she got a call saying she was suspended for 5 days for fighting. I know if
the racial and gender tables were turned, and a Black boy hit a white girl, he
would have been arrested. Black superwoman is supposed to take being hit and
not retaliate. She should have gone to the office in tears and, like a good, soft,
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scared, feminine girl, told someone that she got punched in the face. F-that, at her
age I probably would have beat the shit out of him too.

This failure of schools to see Black girls as fully human, fragile, or in need of protection
results in girls having to fend for themselves. Crenshaw (2015) states, punitive policies
“exacerbate the vulnerability of girls to harassing behavior because it penalizes them for
defending themselves against such acts” (p.10).
The girls felt like Superwoman was at times a positive stereotype, however, and
that this legacy meant they could overcome anything that came in their way. They also
described the great strength they learned directly from their mothers and grandmothers.
While they acknowledged the power in the Superwoman stereotype, they also wondered
whether this myth contributed to the perception that Black girls are just fine, and that
schools don’t have to do anything different to better serve, support and teach them.
We always have to prove ourselves, we can never have a rest period because they
are like “you’re lazy;
I feel like, I mean, we are one of the strongest people because we go through so
much. And we don’t have as much as everybody else has, and like, we’ve been
through more. And we don’t get noticed either. Or appreciated. But we still
strive through and work hard to get what we have;
It's sad I had to go through things but God put his strongest people through things.
He knows that's gonna hurt but also know they can make it out strong and
confident.

Family
The girls describe complicated familial situations. Sometimes family was part of
their strength and sometimes family was a struggle. In most circumstances the girls
expressed both love and frustration with their families.
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The most struggling thing I've been through is with family. I didn't really have the
support that I needed so it caused me to act out because the only way I could get it
is by getting in trouble. So that's what I did I got in trouble all the time and that
led to getting suspended and sometimes the option of expulsion was there;

I been real irritated lately for no reason tbh. I really don't know what's been up. I
feel as if I have so much anger built up but I can't figure out why. I feel like I'm
gonna explode. I really don't know what to do or how to feel. Everything is falling
apart tbh … My mom is here but she's not here. We aren't on the same page. She's
like a chapter or two ahead, I don't think I can catch up and that's what scares me;
This last week I've sort of been stressed. I feel like I have a lot more to worry
about. My mom has barely been here because she wants to make more money so
that we can get what we need & my sister is stressed because of other family
things and her car. It's like things keep happening, we keep taking step backs.
Usually when things like this occur I tend to drown myself with school work. But
lately I've been off, everything's been off.

It was apparent that some of the struggles included stressors occurring within the
family unit. It was also apparent, many of the familial struggles appeared to be attached
to greater societal, or sociological concerns like poverty. Porsha for example, describes
her mom never being home because she needs to make more money, and the burden that
places upon her. She describes feeling “off” when her family is struggling. Even when
struggles don’t begin in school, they often reverberate into the school setting. This is
important to remember in the era of “trauma informed education” that encourages
teachers to look beyond behaviors to root causes. A participant stated:
Friday I got asked to step out of class for spazzing out on this kid. Which isn't
like me. Don't know what's up with me lately. Really going thru.
Appearance
Issues related to skin color and hair remained rampant in the girls’ lived
experiences. They shared many examples of colorism, or the idea that within
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communities of color there are hierarchies that are based not only on race, but on skin
color, with certain privileges being granted to individuals who look(ed) more European.
Hannon, DeFina and Bruch (2013) confirmed that darker skin tone significantly increased
the likelihood of suspension for Black teens, especially girls. The participants described
incidents of discrimination that came from both white teachers and administrators, and
their peers of color. This discrimination and bullying also manifested similar biases
related to hair:
You don’t look Black, you hecka white [pause] Black people come in all different
shades, shapes everything. I hate it when people say that;
People don’t even think I’m Black, they think I’m Indian or Hawaiian. People
want me to choose between Black and Mexican; they won’t let me be both;
Oh you’re light skinned, you’re light brite, that irritates me;
When I was in middle school I was told I talked white, because I was educated or
sounded smart that didn’t make sense [chatter] … Yea they say you’re “acting
white” because you know the answer;
I used to get my hair braided in singles and stuff, when I took my hair out they
were like oh I thought you were bald headed;
A Black adult told me to stop acting ghetto. I mean what does that even mean. Is
that code word for Black? Stop acting myself?
My mom she loves to play in my hair, I had a different hair style every two
days. Then like that [finger snaps] I cut my hair off. Then I heard … you’re a
boy, you’re a man … no I wanted to do something different; I don’t have to have
long hair all the time; we have to straighten our hair to look like a white person;
we are too scared to be our natural selves; we have to put weaves in our hair.
For Queens Speak girls, stereotypes around appearance seemed to be what they
struggled with most often. Not only did they deal with adolescent insecurities and other
developmental stressors, they had to deal with the larger socio-historical messages their
bodies project. As they internally struggled with their own identity development, they
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also expended a lot of energy pushing back on the narrative told about their identity and
appearance. Queens Speak resistance to this stereotype will be discussed in more detail
in Section 3: Arts Activism in Action.
Invisibility
The theme of invisibility, ever present in the literature, was also recurrent in the
focus groups and interviews. Maintaining the invisibility of Black women and our ideas
has been critical in maintaining social inequalities (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 3). As such,
Black women’s existence, experience and culture and the brutally complex systems of
oppression which space these are beneath consideration, invisible, unknown (Hull, Scott
and Smith, 1982, p. 157). Girls’ revelations confirmed that they are often not noticed or
recognized, especially in light of their struggles. They described not having a voice, and
not being asked for their opinion. Participants recognized that this invisibility was
intentionally crafted, to maintain the silencing of Black girls, or to push them into
reacting in combative ways. A commonality shared by the girls, was the belief that if a
Black girl acts in stereotypical ways, Angry Black Girl for example, she will be
acknowledged and noticed. She will also be admonished and reprimanded almost always
with punitive discipline. If she tries to communicate in a non-confrontational way,
however, she is ignored and not heard. Girls shared:
We just want to be heard; and if you can’t hear us why is it we can’t talk to
someone else;
Basically, [I’m] the invisible Black girl that everybody really doesn’t notice until
something happens, or I’m being loud or something;
I feel like this goes back to a long, long time ago, this is something that girls
struggled with way back when. It’s definitely historical. It’s not just because we
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are young women and we are seeing it. It goes way, way back. It’s not just us
who has went through this. Not a lot of people had a voice;
I had an incident with my Spanish teacher. I turned in my homework meeting all
the requirements she asked for and she gave me an unfair grade. Instead of going
off because this has been an ongoing thing I just scheduled an appointment to
speak with my principal about the situation, I was told he was gonna pull me out
of class the next day and he didn’t. This has been a reoccurring thing since last
year for me and it's very upsetting. The only time I feel like the staff members
acknowledge you is if you're in a fight or in some type of trouble. Which ties in
the topic … Invisibility.
Markia shared an experience which was different from the others. She described
how she has learned to navigate spaces under the radar. Because learning comes easy for
her, she hasn’t needed a lot of additional help from teachers or administrators. She is also
quiet and cooperative, and has learned to used invisibility to her advantage. She watches,
however, her Black female peers deal with discrimination and racism:
I haven’t really experienced the stereotypes first hand – I’m a more closed person.
I’m not really loud and show attitude; I’ve seen it on other Black girls though.
They are singled out for everything.
Competition
The girls described at length issues related to interracial competition, as well as
intra-racial, and intra-gendered competition. They stated that, as a Black girl in their
schools, “you have to prove yourself every day.” They reiterated:
Always a competition about us females. Always a group here and a group there;
always a competition got have the best hair, best clothes, always got to be
popping. We get mad so fast. We can’t ever have a lazy day without somebody
talking about us. We so quick to think somebody is talking about us. There are
circumstances that make us that way;
We say things like “damn she know damn well she shouldn’t have came with
those shoes.” But not everybody can afford the better things in life. Maybe her
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parents can’t afford shoes or whatever; customize to society because that’s what
everybody else wants;
Today in class I got into an argument with my class mate because she sells candy
and been for a while now just to make money for herself. She heard that our
group was selling now and she confronted us asking when we're going to stop
because we're stepping on her “toes” and it made me mad because it's like okay
instead of complaining you can do something better than us if you’re really that
bothered and it just made me realize the competition among black girls. Like
instead of “hating “we can all make money together.

It was very important to the girls that Queens Speak become a place that broke down
barriers among Black girls. Throughout the project they stressed they wanted to learn
how to get along and deal with issues among girls, as well as become a family. One
student shared disappointment that “we speak about each other in a negative way instead
of asking each other if we are ok.”
In what ways do our struggles make us stronger?
The girls described many ways they felt the things they have gone through shaped
their reality, and in some ways made them more prepared for life. They felt like their
experiences made them stronger. All of the girls had experienced varying forms of
trauma, and showed varying forms of growth, allowing me to analyze their experiences
through a lens of critical post traumatic growth.
I empower myself. I don't need others to tell me things in order for me to do it,
sometimes hearing it is good or knowing it's there is good but I don't wanna feel
as if I need it. I want to have the ability to tell myself I'm going to do something
and do it with no hesitation or second thoughts.
Yesterday was focus group … I loved it. It was something different, a school
admin came and Ms. Lina came so it was a perspective from two older women
that I hadn't heard from before. I learned how important it is to have a friend base
around you. I always feel like I should just handle things on my own but
yesterday made it all the way clear that it’s okay to lean on someone, it doesn't
mean you’re weak and you’re not the only one in need of that extra comfort. I
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love noticing that it’s not just me having the day to day problems that I face
because I’m always told I’m “tripping” but there's no way that approx. 13 girls are
“tripping” about all the same problems. I was just super happy that the school
Vice Principal came because a lot of the problems we face is with admin so she
was able to listen and take in our problems and give us an idea of their
perspectives;
The past six years of my life has been something similar to a dodgeball game.
Life has been throwing so many hardships and challenges at me, but the
challenges have not yet weakened me, they awakened me;
Although my life has been somewhat challenging I am thankful for this trial,
because I was able to construct my mind and heart to keep going no matter how
hard a situation may get;
I chose to excel academically not only to graduate high school but to prove to
society that I will not become what it has laid out for me to be. Instead I will take
the opportunities that life gives and become someone that is happy and successful.
The research team also shared that the way they expressed themselves became a
precursor for being able to overcome obstacles. Each girl had a unique way of coping,
which inevitably contributed to their individual critical post traumatic growth. Some of
the ways they coped included:
If I feel some type of way I talk, I tell you how I feel;
Through talking - I talk a lot. Especially if I’m mad I talk and talk and talk;
I express myself through my photos; all the stuff in my mind crashes around in
my head;
Through writing or I’ll verbally express it, but usually writing works;
Listen to some music, make music, if I’m really frustrated I’ll probably get on the
guitar and play really hard. I write rhymes;
I like to do my hair and make-up and get dressed real cute;
Singing, drawing and I’m a straightforward person, I don’t have a filter on my
mouth.
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In spite of their struggles, Queens Speak all displayed similar characteristics in
regards to their growth. As we placed the data into themes we discovered, the
participants’ experiences with growth fell into six areas. Almost all the girls had an
understanding of their history and identity; a belief in their own power; a focus on their
future; interest in community activism; desire to build and leave a legacy; and an interest
in the arts. Below are some words shared by the girls as examples of each characteristic:
Understanding of their history & identity
Being in BMAD helps us learn about our culture, our heritage. We come from
kings and queens;
We can have a huge impact on our people especially if we come together as one;
I find it quite funny that we aren’t aware of the majority civil rights activists that
are Black or Black inventors, but they are so quick to bring up the Black criminals
… So quick to throw out how there’s Black folks slangin dope on the streets, but
not how we’ve invented things; not how we’ve made huge changes in our
communities today.
Belief in their own power
We all go through different trials and tribulations. We all go through something
in life we have to overcome;
Everything happens for a reason you just got make the best of it;
I think differently, like I think at a higher level;
My mindset, I’m determined to succeed. My family members have made some
mistakes - I’m determined to learn from them;
I feel like what makes me unique, is my attitude the way I go about things. I am a
problem solver, and either way it go I know how to handle myself my ambition
and my grind. It’s not gonna stop;
I want to have the ability to tell myself I'm going to do something and do it with
no hesitation or second thoughts.
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Focus on their future
I will do everything in my power to make sure I achieve my goals;
I just want to be successful. I know it’s vague to say “successful” because it looks
different for everyone depending on their circumstances;
After I'm done with college my dreams will be coming into reality;
My hopes and dreams are to either be in the music industry or be a dancer, and
my college dream is to get my degree in psychology;
Honestly in the future I imagine myself stable financially, emotionally, and
spiritually.
Community activism
I picture myself having a degree and helping others and giving back to my
community;
Every other week we have the BMAD Family Breakfast. It is our way of
breaking bread with each other, and also building relationships in the community;
Last week at the Breakfast we had food left over. We made plates and went
through the community giving out food to the homeless. There is always
someone who is worse off than you;
We did a walk audit. We walked through the community and figured out what
was good and what needed to be changed. We also talked about gentrification
and the need to establish our own communities for ourselves;
Legacy building
I’ve already came so much further than the people surrounding us thought I could
but I just want to be able to give her [my mom] the world because of everything I
put her through, and she’s been through on her own, she deserves it;
I feel as if we need to start the change, it starts with us;
The babies, they look up to us. We have to do better so they don’t have to go
through the things we go through.
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Arts
As mentioned previously, Weiss and Berger (2010) highlight the importance of
storytelling as a vehicle to Post Traumatic Growth. They also uplift both writing and
artistic endeavors, asserting that creativity can impact instances of successful coping.
Almost all of the girls shared a passion for creativity, and used artistic ways to cope with
their stress and express themselves. They share:
I express myself through my photos;
Music because it calms me down … If I’m mad;
I write a lot; I love poetry;
Poetry and acting - I love to act;
I express my ambition through music;
I love to dance – I feel like in our culture we express ourselves through dance;
I draw. I have pictures I’ve drawn. Especially when I get stressed out I go to my
art book.
What do Black girls need to be successful in school?
The group was very self-reflective and introspective when they answered this
question. When they first began to explore this subject, most of their answers revolved
around the theme of doing, and being, “better.” For example, they shared narratives such
as: we have to learn how to be better next time; or, we have to push harder, and learn
from our mistakes. When pushed, they also shared some examples of how schools could
better serve them, including:
We need a more compassionate system – to understand each other; remembering
that teachers and staff members are human. I think if teachers got support they
might be more willing to get to know us and hear our situation. They don’t know
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us, when they are done with class they get in the car and go home … and home is
far away from here for sure;
White staff don’t understand our struggle, they don’t live in our community; they
don’t understand, they are not compassionate. I don’t know if they don’t try to
understand or if they just don’t care.
The participants had several discussions about discipline and the type of
discipline that Black girls needed. Several themes came up such as the need for
discipline to be equitable, and not excessive; as well as the need for teachers to have a
greater understanding of their situations before they delivered discipline.
Discipline is needed but before staff jump on our case, they should think about
what is going on. For example, sometimes we be eating in class because we
didn’t eat at home. Maybe they should ask if you are hungry instead of kicking
you out of class. [Another student interjected] Yea coz you could be struggling at
home and then sleeping in class. You might be tired, not just being disrespectful.
The participants had a lot of examples of teachers not treating them fairly. Here is just
one example.
Every day we have a warm up it's out of 5 points, well today she gave a question
that nobody got and she gave everybody a 1 out of 5 … so we start telling her that
it's unfair and the warm up shouldn't count and how she needs to teach us again.
and they she says “it's just a 1 out of 5 get over it” and that's when I got upset and
I was like what do you mean get over it. Anyways in frustration, I asked her
would she want her kids to get a 1 out of 5 on their paper then she start yelling
then kicked me out … but the moral of the story is that instead of encouraging us
to do better next time or something of that sort, she told us “to get over it “. I do
agree though that I could've went about the situation a different way and maybe
pulled her to the side after class or something, but it's just frustrating for me as a
Black girl or just being Black period being told to settle in life especially by
another race because 95% of the time they have never experienced what the Black
woman has, and being successful and having an education is very essential in the
life of one who does want to fall under what society thinks she should be.
What recommendations do we have for schools to better serve and teach us?
I was more active in pushing the girls during discussions about this research
question than any of the others. I asked the research team to reimagine schooling, to
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think big, and to tap into what Robin D. G. Kelley calls the Black Radical Imagination.
They struggled to move past their struggles and felt a little discouraged when thinking
about how things could be, in this sense I felt compelled to press them. “For, without
new visions we don’t know what to build, only what to knock down. We not only end up
confused, rudderless and cynical, but we forget that making a revolution is not a series of
clever maneuvers and tactics but a process that can and must transform us” (Kelly, 2002,
p.xii). The following discussion occurred:
So do you think it’s interesting that when we talk about our struggle all of us
described our situations as external. Meaning, they were things outside of our
control, systems and ideologies that have been imposed on us … and yet when we
reach for solutions we think in terms of what we can “do better”. Try harder,
push more, be a better student. All internal things. Like if we are better we won’t
have to deal with stereotypes.
Yea but that’s because that’s the only thing we have control over. We can’t
change stereotypes. Everyone has them. Everyone thinks bad about black
people, we are fast, loud or whatever, we can’t change that. It’s just something
we have to deal with;
Yea everyone has to come to school and deal with that.
Do you know, there are students who come to school every single day and don’t
have to deal with stereotypes? Like they just get to learn. They don’t have to
navigate racist systems. They just get to be students.
Yea right [laughing] not here!
I don’t think we can change those stereotypes; it’s low key how it is;
No she’s right. Well, kinda. They do deal with stereotypes - they are just positive
ones.
Yea, white students go to school and are told you can learn, you are smart, you
can do anything you put your mind to;
Our stereotypes are portrayed the worse; they have good stereotypes, positive
stereotypes, like they are smart or superior, something good to look forward.
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I then asked:
What would a school look like if we didn’t have to deal with racism or
stereotyping?
We would be free, our soul would be free, we wouldn’t have all this baggage,
unless it came from home, then we would have somewhere to go to ….
A way of escape – the baggage from school piles on to what I’m already going
through it makes it worser.
DuGruy (2005) describes a similar conversation with a fellow colleague who
works with Black and white teens. The colleague states, the biggest difference between
the two groups of adolescents is that “in their hearts and minds the kids from affluent
families [read white] assume they will be successful; the Black kids from less affluence
do not make this assumption” (p. 117). After having this conversation, and breaking
down the differences between stereotypes and expectations within the two communities,
the students seemed to be able to delve a little deeper into reimagining how the
educational system could be better. The youth researchers came up with several
recommendations for how schools could better serve and teach students of color,
specifically Black girls. We organized these recommendations by themes and had
several additional conversations until the group felt as though it was exhaustive and ready
to be shared with decision makers. The themes were as follows: recommendations for
teachers, including: compassion, training and hiring practices and evaluations; discipline;
social and emotional support and curriculum.
Queens Speak had a lot of feedback about how teachers could be more effective
and supportive. As mentioned, they categorized their ideas into themes, including:
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compassion; training and hiring practices; community work; and evaluation. Their input
was as follows:
Compassionate teachers
[We need teachers to be] open minded to our situation – before they put us in they
book, or judge us based off our one action; we need a person … someone to
confide in;
Nobody understood why I act how I act; they just took at it like ugh. They never
asked me are you ok Maya?
I would want teachers to basically take their time and listen to students’ questions
and stuff, especially with black girls and stuff, don’t just take it like I have an
attitude … If teachers are not really respectful to us, they expect respect, because
they are teachers and like I’m tired of teachers talking to me any type of way
because they are teachers; it frustrates me so bad, they take it the wrong way;
don’t try to use your teacher role just for whatever.
Training & Hiring Practices
We need more Black teachers; people who look like us and who have been
through what we’ve been through;
They should be required to take a test to determine to see if teachers even like
kids. I swear some of these teachers act like they really dislike us [laughing, then
another student] … Nah for real though. They should also have to take a test to
see if they are racist. Like do you even like Black people. Do you hang out with
people from other cultures? Do you understand racism?
Community Work
Our [focus group] signs are put all up over this school. If the teachers be
complaining about how we act, they all could have came and gave input;
If teachers showed up to events we are holding, like field trips or the BMAD
Family Breakfast it would allow them to get to know us on another level. Like,
we are regular students who want to be successful in our lives, even in spite of our
obstacles.
Teacher Evaluation
We should have teacher referrals. Like, how do we call teachers out if they are
not teaching, or being mean to kids. Like what is the process for students to have
voice about our experiences? They wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for us;
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What is the process for evaluating teachers? Are students involved in that? When
we had our summer class at Sac State we learned college teachers are evaluated
by their students after every course. Why don’t we do that in high school?
Discipline
First of all, dress code [group started talking all at once] …Yea … we have to
address how Black girls especially are disciplined for dress code. It’s not fair, and
it’s irrelevant. Like my shoulders are distracting to you? Really? Then maybe
you should get some help.
When we get kicked out of class and sent to [on-campus suspension room]
sometimes it doesn’t work. They get to miss the class period to just sit in there;
they want someone who is going to be like “what’s going on with you? Who are
you going to be able to talk to” They missing work, that education, their grade
and nobody notices; That’s invisibility.
Social Emotional Support
The students described the need for additional social and emotional support in
school. Throughout the research process, they shared many instances of family,
community or school related issues. They were creative and innovative in using their
resources, especially their BMAD supports; however, it did not appear as though these
structures were built into the school day. Brookside had implemented restorative circles,
and many teachers had been trained in the restorative practices model. However, the
students shared they needed more support than was readily available. They also shared
they wished there were more supports specifically for Black students, given their unique
circumstances, and the stereotypes and obstacles they have to overcome. For example:
If there is any support in school, it is always white psychologists and counselors.
We need people that went through what we went through and can relate to us;
people that look like us;
We have programs like anger management in our school; they be helping, but
then we are missing class and falling behind. How I’m supposed to feel about
that? Angry [laughs];
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We need more counselors, psychologists to talk to. You can’t put our problems
on a time table … you have to get to know us. Plus, we students have to open up.
Often times we aren’t comfortable sharing what’s going on with us …
Sometimes the students were creative in finding their own solutions to the systemic
barriers they faced. For example:
Now I have a system set up and I go talk to my counselor. I assumed they
[teachers] didn’t care, so I reacted. Then all my teachers came together. They
discussed who I am and how they can help me better. So far it is working.
Curriculum
The students felt as though the curriculum they were receiving should be more
relevant. They broke relevance down into both cultural relevancy (seeing themselves
reflected in the literature) and life relevancy (being taught information, such as life skills,
that would be useful to them in the future).
Cultural Relevance.
The research team stressed the importance of having culturally relevant
curriculum; of learning about, and seeing positive Black images in the school setting.
They felt a more diverse curriculum, specifically highlighting Black excellence, and
Black women, would benefit not only Black students, but also students from other
ethnicities, and would teach a counter-narrative to the stereotypical misrepresentations
they were bombarded with. Students felt as though the only time they learned about
Black history was during Black History Month, and even then, only certain historical
icons were discussed. The students shared that any other reference to Black people made
in classrooms was always centered around chattel slavery. This made them feel like they
were seen by other students, and teachers, as “slaves.”
Except for BMAD, we don’t learn Black History until college. They give more
information to other races … we have to figure it out for ourselves;
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Today in 7th period we were talking about issues in the Black community & the
topic about how us as Black students don’t get taught anything about our culture
except for slavery, briefly. I’ve always said that but I realized it more today. I hate
that the fact that whites fear us because we are so powerful so they do anything in
their power to retain us so that we won’t elevate;
We’re protesting Black History Month. We should be learning about Black
history every day. We are going to educate ourselves and put on an event. Just
not in February [laughing];
We only learn about Black people in a negative sense. Or we learn about Martin
Luther King and Rosa Parks. If we learn about Black people that made a
difference, we all gon be great. We will tap into our greatness.
Relevant to our future.
The research team also felt as though the curriculum, in general, could be more
relevant to their lived experiences and future goals. They stated that some teachers took
time to get to know them, either directly or as a group of teenagers and included relevant
examples in their lectures. Many teachers, however, were stuck on one way of teaching
and delivering information, regardless of whether or not it was working. The research
team felt as though teachers needed more support in this area, and that this support could
come from collaborating with other teachers, or from spending time with students
themselves.
Junior and senior years should be based on a mini college, instead of all this unnecessary
stuff. We should be learning what we need for our future;
We need more things like this – make this a part of the curriculum [referring to
the focus group and the opportunity to share how they felt as Black girls, and
what they needed to be successful];
I know more book smarts than street smarts – I’m worried I won’t be prepared for
the real world when I get to college;
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All of our teachers know how to get to college and how to be successful. They
have to have graduated to even teach here. Why don’t they take what they
learned and help us get there too?
They should think about ways they can educationally support us – teachers don’t
provide me with enough information about colleges and stuff. All they think
about is passing this class. I probably won’t even need this class in the future.
Black Community
The research team also came up with some recommendations for the Black
community, stressing that at the same time as we are advocating for change within the
public school system, we should be pressing and pushing our community to better
support us as young Black women. They planned to work with the rest of BMAD to hold
a community event that highlighted some recommendations for the Black community in
general. Using a lens of intersectionality, they wanted to ensure the voices of Black girls
were not silenced, but included, and lifted up, in a more global discussion. Some of their
recommendations for community included:
Stop helping add to the stereotypes; all the stuff we go through. It’s like the
community forgot there was racism and want us to “fix” everything about
ourselves without recognizing where it comes from;
Don’t judge us, you can help us;
Listen to our stories … and share your stories with Black girls. You may have
gone through something that can help us. Don’t assume we know that. Many of
us are trying to get where you are;
Different resources we can go to for guidance; A lot of us may not have someone
to go to for guidance and support – formally and informally (don’t have to have a
“program” to help us) … we need a Black organization to help with mental
health;
Just show up!
Create a safe haven for young people in our own communities:
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More community centers, spaces where we can congregate and have fun. Like
more teen groups. Many teens don’t feel safe. This is why we join gangs and
stuff, for safety. We can avoid that if we have someone to lean on in our own
community;
More street lights and green space (parks) in our community. White communities
have this, especially as a result of gentrification. This is important, it makes us
feel valued and safe.
Part 2 - Queens Speak: Arts Activism in Action
In PAR, the political empowerment of people through their involvement in the
design and implementation of a research project is central. Collective action as a result of
the investigation is a crucial component of this kind of research. Individuals engage in
research in this mode to better understand the subtle and overt manifestations of
oppression, and that understanding leads to more control of their lives through collective
action. (Merriam, 2009). The research team determined that they wanted to share their
findings through a variety of media in order to creatively express themselves as Black
women. Early in the project the girls identified their own individual areas of expertise,
including music, dance, art, photography and public speaking. It was determined, in
order to create a venue where each member of the team could use their voice, that all
these areas would be combined in an awareness event for the community.
In order to maximize voice and maintain the interest of others, Queens Speak
wanted the event to be interactive, not like a traditional “presentation.” The research
team decided they wanted other Black women, educational decision makers, BMAD
members, their peers and family members to participate in the event. In order to prepare
for the event, the research team members were introduced to community experts that
would help them take their research findings and highlight them in unique ways.
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Music
Music is a tool for social movement formation. It can influence recruitment,
longevity, ongoing participation and sustenance (Dennis, 2016). The intersection
between music and social movements also supports identity formation among movement
members and strengthens solidarity among movement participants (Danaher, 2010). To
support Queens Speak members’ interest in music activism, I was able to set up an
opportunity for the research team to participate in a short music program with a Northern
California non-profit. The mission of the non-profit is to “transform today’s music media
targeted to youth, which is full of negative, degrading and violent messages, to inspiring
and uplifting music made by and for youth” (Future Youth Records, 2016).
The program took place over the course of four days, during which several
members of the research team went to a local music studio to receive support and
mentoring from celebrity artists in order to write, sing and produce a song celebrating
women’s empowerment. To describe the experience, one research team member stated,
“it’s like all the things we talked about in the research group came together in a
song. So it’s not just our voice, it’s a lot of voices.” The girls created two songs, both
unique, that served as their expression of empowerment and resistance.
The first song was created in the bathroom. The girls, four of them, were
crowded in front of the studio bathroom mirror. They had commented earlier how cute
the bathroom was. The walls were red, the mirror framed with a white vintage frame. It
was clean and smelled good. They were frustrated with the creative process, unable to
agree, struggling to put into words how they were feeling. They were looking at J Cole
and Kendrick Lamar YouTube videos and random snapchats looking for inspiration.
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Suddenly, one of the girls started singing. We are beautiful … they all chimed in. The
first hook was created:
It’s not about our hair, not ‘bout what we wear
We are beautiful, it’s not the way we talk it’s not the way we walk
We are beautiful, it’s not ‘bout what you see, it’s ‘bout the real me
We are beautiful, we are all queens, chasing our dreams …
The second hook, a ballad, goes like this:
I am the change. I’m done trying to please you.
We killing the game, baby just be you
No more playing it safe, I’m going my own way
The way I walk, the way I talk
I am a queen this is me.
The verses give a closer glimpse into the girls’ journey. In the second song, the
stanzas were rapped in a fast, upbeat tempo providing a contrast to the melodic hook.
Verbalizing many of the issues we had been discussing, including negative stereotyping
and overall struggles juxtaposed with agency, power and unbridled resistance, Brooklyn
describes some of the themes highlighted by the girls in their trauma narratives including
community violence and interpersonal trauma. She also pushes back on a single narrative
of negativity and uplifts the importance of community in both supporting her, and
encouraging her to become change. Brooklyn flows:
… I missed the way that I used to be/oblivious to all this cruelty/families crying
over eulogies/girls not understanding tru beauty/but this reality made me/My
success is moving hastily/I was made to be, ahead of the game/give back to my
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community, be the change you see/even at my lowest mama always seemed to
show her support in me/BMAD family, helping to uplift and show me positivity/It
was new to me, and it’s crazy/that what made me was the struggle/but it saved
me, the grind paid me/it’s a woman’s world and its crazy.
Even though the girls described the process of producing the songs as “amazing”
and “empowering,” they also expressed frustration at the production process. They
articulated, at times, feeling dismissed by the producers and other adults. They felt as
though it wasn’t solely their project, and even though they loved parts of the song
(including the hooks and the rapped verses illustrated) they felt locked out of overall
creative control of particular areas, including development of the beats. They described
feelings of invisibility when they gave feedback, and it wasn’t acknowledged, or
incorporated, into the final product. We discussed these realities at length, often during
the long car rides to and from the studio, and via text messages when I wasn’t there in
person. The experience seemed to mirror the school space where girls described feeling
as though they were heard when they were being cooperative with teachers and labelled
as having a bad attitude when they pointed out inequities or injustices.
My own journal reflection later read:
Today’s session forced me to consider how the music studio, a white male
dominated space, reinforced in all of us a sense of inferiority and frustration,
when we were not heard or accepted for all we brought to the space, especially
when it pushed against the agenda of those in authority.
Activism or performance within defined spaces can maintain boundaries between groups
and act as a “staging area” where oppressed groups can present themselves to
sympathetic members of the dominant group (Danaher, 2010, p.815). Overall, I was
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disappointed I had permitted an environment that didn’t allow the girls autonomy to
create their own social movement that was free from censorship or influence from the
dominant group. I was encouraged, however, by the determination of the girls to use the
parts of the tracks they loved to create their own social media and alternative movement
that maximized their authentic expression. In short, it seems that hegemonic and
counterhegemonic themes occur simultaneously and are interconnected, resulting in a
complex, often contradictory and multifaceted representation of Black womanhood
(Emerson, 2002, p. 117).
The girls felt as though the experience was beneficial for other young people who
would hear their songs, and for Queens Speak as they learned a lot about themselves and
each other. They also expressed learning lessons about ulterior motives of others who
come into their communities to “help” them. The group left with a renewed commitment
to learn all they could from these experiences with “others” in order to lead authentic
change in their own ways.
Visual Art
As some of the research team had a special interest in visual art and photography,
I wanted to be sure I provided them with resources to explore this area of activism. In
order to provide the youth with an educational experience, and push back on some of the
dominant and controlling narratives that were present in the music studio, I decided to
reach out directly to my own social justice community. Dominique, a Black female
community organizer and jewelry artist, agreed to share some of her organizing
experiences and art with the young people. We had recently obtained access to a space
off-campus and decided to meet there in order to minimize the influence and distractions
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of the school site. The research team either walked or caught the bus down the street to
The Empowerment Center, and as the presenters set up, the young people made
sandwiches with rotisserie chicken or peanut butter and jelly.
While waiting I got a telephone call. My journal entry describes it:
[Three team members] have been super committed and actively involved since the
first focus group. This afternoon they called me and said they were not able to
make it to The Center due to an “issue with the police”. They said they were on
their way to group, and got a call to go straight home. I respected their privacy
and didn’t pry, but as I write up my notes for the day I realize a) I need to pause
and text them and make sure everything is ok, and b) reflect and be reminded
about how incredibly resilient and powerful they are in the midst of chaos and
trauma. They haven’t text back yet. Makes me worried ...
Finally heard from the girls, they wrote: yess everything is okay, it’s a whole lot
going on but [one of the girls] is safe at [another student’s] house so that’s good.
I smiled when the student involved sent: yasss [smiley face] thank you Ms Stacey.
Feeling better. Her words “it’s a whole lot going on” tho. Speak volumes.
The day to day distractions of life had just become part of the way we conducted
business. We learned to create harmony between daily life and unforeseen crises. We
pressed on. During the art workshop, some of the remaining students shared information
with our presenters about our experience with Queens Speak thus far. Hearing the young
people share with others their purpose and intention in being a part of the research team
was powerful. It inspired me in the midst of my anxiety.
Accompanying Dominique was another fellow activist, David. David is an OG
who was released from prison a short time ago. He is an artist and works for a local nonprofit. His job allows him to combine what he loves: art, healing and advocacy. David
brought the homie, Antonio, another OG. Both men were elders, humble and soft
spoken. They were accepted by the girls who listened intently to their stories. It was a
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beautiful mix of gender, ethnicities, age and experience. David had a binder of prison art
and a small box of jewelry - intricately beaded pieces made behind bars by the men he
was once detained with. The girls looked carefully through the box and picked me a pair
of blue dangly earrings. The students and presenters conversed briefly about resistance;
making something beautiful out of a horrible situation. I thought of our lives. I smiled.
Dominique shared her experiences with community organizing and art. She too
made jewelry, African pieces. She shared how learning about and creating art connected
her to her ancestors, and how that in and of itself can be resistance. Dominique
expressed:
It wasn’t until I was in a difficult situation that I realized I was a black woman.
Prior to that I fought for Black issues, but then when I realized I was also woman,
I realized as black women we have particular needs. It is important that we speak
for ourselves and articulate our needs to our community. It is important that other
members of our community are able to organize in support of us, get behind us.
(Dominique, personal communication, 2017).
Dominique also shared video clips and photographs of some of the civil disobedience and
community activism she has been a part of. A dialogue ensued about the use of art as a
way to share visual narratives and enhance communication. Dominique shared that art
can help elicit an emotional response that can be used to then move the observers, or
decision makers, into a more traditional dialogue about community needs.
Poetry
As Robin D. G. Kelley describes, “we are constantly putting out fires, responding
to emergencies, finding temporary refuge, all of which make it difficult to see anything
other than the present” (Kelley, 2002, p. 9). This mirrors the lives of our girls as they
strive to navigate all the obstacles before them. Kelley quotes poet Keoroapetse
Kgositsile, “When the clouds clear / We shall know the colour of the sky.” Kelley (2002)
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writes “when movements have been unable to clear the clouds, it has been the poets …
who have succeeded in imagining the color of the sky, in rendering the kinds of dreams
and futures social movements are capable of producing” (p.9). The intersection of poetry
and social movement resonated with many of the girls as we attempted to create a space
in which their imagination would be inspired. Brooklyn writes:
So last week I got pulled out my 3rd period and sent to Room 219. It was the
SAYS poetry teachers, Ms Coco and Ms Patrice. As soon as they said that they
will be teaching a 6th period I immediately was ready to sign my name and switch
my classes. I like to write poetry and perform it, it's such a rush. Also it gives me
a chance to express myself in a way that is unimaginable. I admire the way they
go up there and pour out their heart and soul in their words and tone of voice I
love every aspect of poetry it's the most beautiful thing. I am so excited to do this
because not only do I get to express my feelings and voice my observations but I
get to talk about real things, not be afraid to get personal but also to be able to
cope with the everyday struggle of being me.
Brooklyn continued to express herself through poetry throughout the research project.
She also inspired the other girls to try and push out of their comfort zone. She had an
opportunity to perform a piece she had written during the action described in the next
section.
Critical Action: Women’s Empowerment Chat
Queens Speak wanted to share their findings with systems leaders, change
makers, and community members. They also wanted an event where their family
members and peers could see what they had been working on. Together we planned an
event through which they could share some of the struggles Black girls experienced in
schools and everyday life as well as give recommendations for both schools and
community members. The research team was sure they wanted their action presentation
to be creative and informative. They were determined to position themselves as experts
in their own experiences, but didn’t want to merely lecture or conduct a power point
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presentation. They decided they would create a presentation that was a multi-sensory,
multi-media experience; allowing participants to hear their voices, see them as young
women, and reflect on the things that they go through. The girls decided to create a short
video, share some of their music and poetry, and make poster sized visual representations
of their words, as an example of arts activism. We utilized our resources through local
foundations, the school district, community partners and BMAD, in order to ensure
Queens Speak vision could come to pass.
Preparation
After the last focus group was completed, we began to diligently prepare for the
awareness event. Coordinating who was going to do what became the role of the
“organization team.” All of the Queens Speak members, including me, were assigned
tasks in order to make sure the day ran smoothly. In charge of location and food, I
secured space at The California Endowment’s (TCE) local office. This space, an urban
downtown setting, had exposed brick on the interior juxtaposed with five huge TV’s
mounted on the wall (which was perfect for the girls to show their video). There was no
charge for the space, except for a cleaning deposit, that would be returned at the end of
the event.
The organizing committee and I went to the venue a couple of weeks before the
presentation to view the space and nail down final details. The event coordinator shared
detailed information about caterers so we could finalize what we wanted to eat and serve.
I printed out menus and the team decided what they wanted to have in the way of food.
Queens Speak decided they wanted to have appetizers or hors d’oeuvres instead of lunch.
They laughed, joked and argued about the food, settling on an eclectic menu of
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quesadillas, lumpia, BLTs, macaroni and cheese balls, and the like. The school district
sponsored the food, so the girls and I didn’t have to worry about cost.
The event took place on a Monday afternoon from 1:30-3:30pm. A formal
agenda was created and handed out to participants. The girls broke up into groups to
handle the rest of the organization; from decorations, to video production, run-of-show,
the art, and other logistics. It was important to them, again for the event to be youth
friendly and multi-dimensional. We had a photo booth and a DJ, and encouraged not
only the students, but also the adults, to dance and take pictures or selfies in front of The
California Endowment’s giant power fist.
One of the obstacles of organizing included who would speak during the event.
Most of the girls were extremely nervous about public speaking, however, several
stepped up in spite of their fears. We met on a Saturday at The Empowerment Center to
finalize details and practice their speeches. In addition, the final days up until the event
were spent creating posters, as well as planning, shooting and editing the video; and
talking with the Sacramento Area Youth Speaks poet who was creating a unique piece of
poetry for the event itself. I describe the video in more detail in Part 3 of this chapter;
using it to further describe critical post traumatic growth.
The Day
The event was to take place at The California Endowment space in the downtown
area. The organization team and I arrived early to set up and practice. Once completed,
the décor was beautifully arranged, and honoring of all the hard work that had taken place
to get to this day. The colors they chose for the event were black, gold and pink. Even
the caterer had flowers that contained these colors. We brought some African masks and
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statues, from my home and office, that represented women and scattered them throughout
the display. One of the participants, created black, pink and gold paper crowns for the
tables. Finally, we worked with a local non-profit, who leased the space next door, so the
young people would have a space to congregate while we set up.
Almost 40 young women and gender non-conforming youth attended from local
schools, having taken a BMAD field trip, utilizing public transportation in the rain to be
there. Many of the girls had been a part of the focus groups, or other BMAD events, so
to have their support was very important for Queens Speak. All the girls were nervous,
especially those who were going to speak. Some of the quieter girls were calmer and
more prepared, having memorized their parts. The others finalized their speeches on the
car ride over. We brought index cards so they would be able to stay on track, they wrote
and rewrote their words, determined to get them perfect. The posters were placed in
frames and put on easels around the room, creating the semblance of an urban art gallery.
Once guests arrived, they were signed in (the girls used Eventbrite to keep track
of RSVPs) and encouraged to visit the photo booth and have refreshments. Queens
Speak members were prepped during this time to have one-on-one conversations with the
guests in order to explain more about the project. At 2:00 pm Mariah started the event by
welcoming everyone and talking a little bit about Queens Speak, including how we
formed, the questions we researched and some of the things we found. Not wanting to
speak too long, she soon invited the group to take a look at the gallery walk. She asked
them to read the posters and look at the photographs in order to understand the
experiences of Black girls in schools. Queens Speak members were available at each
poster to offer more insight. They spent almost 45 mins explaining to participants
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individually, or in small groups, intricate details about the research process and their
personal experiences.
After the gallery walk was over, the group was brought back together to watch the
video. Anthanita and Markia introduced the video explaining it was just one example of
the types of struggles Black girls experience in school. After the video, which will be
unpacked in detail shortly, Taylor went over some of the recommendations the group had
for both schools and communities. She shared some personal stories in order to provide
examples for why the recommendations came about. To collect feedback from the group,
Moniqua conducted a simulated “chat” in which she asked the group some of the research
questions. The youth participants engaged in talking about how some of their
experiences mirrored the research uncovered by Queens Speak. Finally, Brooklyn shared
a poem. She had started on the piece on Saturday, among the chaos of chatter and open
food containers, flip charts and rushed thoughts. By Monday it was perfected. To close
the event, she spit:
Trying so hard
But it’s never enough
Trying to my act cool but my skin tough
Raised as a soldier never to give up
Stay on my grind never give up
Thugs don’t pack guns they pack pages
My culture is ridiculed it’s outrageous
Stereotypical we put in cages but
Black is beautiful its amazin’
Kinky hair
Thick thighs
Strong minds
And skin that tells no time
Lips fine as wine
And hands that carry a power that’s divine
But still
You judge me by my appearance
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Talk down on me like I am part of a statistic
But let’s be realistic
The GPAs of Queens Speak range from 3.1 to 4.3
So you tell me who you think they statistic should and shouldn’t be!
The girls asked me to close out the day, during which time I thanked everyone for
coming and for the hard work on the project. I also shared that for anyone who came
expecting a power point, Queens Speak was determined to have an interactive, multisensory event. Participants and guests got to experience poetry, music (including music
from Queens Speak members), art and photography, written narrative, conversations with
each other and with young people and finally a video that could be shared on social
media and left as a legacy for this project. Some of the attendees, including the Vice
Mayor, School Board members, and the Superintendent, stated they were very thankful to
be included, and looked forward to continuing the conversation that the girls had been
courageous enough to start. Overall Queens Speak felt as though the event was a definite
success.
Part 3 – Critical Post Traumatic Growth

Trauma & Struggle
This section uses critical ethnographic analysis to focus on critical post traumatic
growth of Black female high school students. As described in the research design, I
realized when crafting the YPAR project alongside Queens Speak that in order to truly
understand critical post traumatic growth, I was going to have to conduct a secondary
analysis by observing the participants’ interactions, relationships, conversations and
written documents. I chose a critical ethnographic approach because it allowed me to
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focus on the cultural phenomena of critical post traumatic growth, while also maintaining
a commitment to social justice and action.
In order to understand the impact of growth, we must also examine and illustrate
the trauma Black female students endure. This section, therefore, explores the first meta
research question, what types of trauma have Black girls within the school-to-prison
pipeline experienced? In this section, therefore, we first take an in depth look at some of
the trauma faced by the participants. These findings came from conducting a document
analysis of journal entries and poetry penned by BMAD students before we started
meeting formally. I have organized them according to the tenets established in the
conceptual framework, although it is important to have reflexivity in exploring these
concepts, and recognize these areas mentioned are not mutually exclusive.
Context & Struggle
In the data analyzed, the trauma and struggle of Black girls within the school-toprison pipeline fit into three buckets: structural, or institutional, trauma (including trauma
of schooling); community trauma and individual trauma. Again, offering these
descriptions is not an attempt to sensationalize the students’ trauma, but instead an
attempt to describe how suffering moves in and through their lives, and how they
individually and collectively attempted to make sense of suffering as they experience it in
the present, or as they remember it at a later date (Dumas, 2014, p.5).
Structural Trauma
Carter (2007) describes race-based traumatic stress, or emotional injury, brought
on by the stress of racism. The author states, racism has emotional, psychological and
physical effects that are enacted through both indirect and direct means, including the
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application of harm through policies and procedures as well as negative media portrayals
of Black people. Scholars have thus cited the need to include racialized (or oppression
based trauma) as a new category in the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Health Disorders). Some of the structural traumas described by the participants
include: poverty; homelessness; negative interactions with law enforcement, ranging
from profiling and harassment to physical harm and brutality; and trauma experienced at
school. These findings, confirm the “continuing legacy of a power paradigm of white
supremacy which has oppressed people and communities of color and erected the
structural racism exemplified in public school processes, pedagogy, curricula and
leadership” (Lebron, Morrison, Ferris, Alcantara, Cummings, Parker, & McKay, 2015, p.
12).
Poverty.
Participants described how living in poverty impacted their lives. They often
went without food and relied on eating lunches and breakfasts at school. Their parents
did what they had to do to provide for them. It didn’t appear, however, as though they
saw the school as a space where they could obtain support for basic needs such as food or
shelter. This contradicts the rhetoric that exists amongst educators, that school is a safe
place where students can, at minimum, eat breakfast and lunch. The students didn’t
describe these experiences with poverty as “traumatic” however, one of the indicators on
the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) score asks “did you often or very often feel
that … you didn’t have enough to eat” (Felitti, Anda, Nordenberg, Williamson, Spitz,
Edwards, Marks, 1998). Students described the school breakfast and lunch as
inaccessible, explaining, “by the time the bus drops me off in the morning breakfast is
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shutting down. I grab something and take it to class, then get kicked out of class for
eating. It don’t make no sense.”
Students also shared:
Sometimes my mom wasn’t able to afford food for us so they would have to steal
it;
I had to stop going to school because we couldn’t stay in one place for a long
time;
My mom was always working to keep a roof over our head, food in our stomachs
and clothes on our backs.
We don’t eat at school. The food is nasty. We stay hydrated though, so we don’t
be too hungry.
Homelessness.
Many members of the group experienced homelessness, or housing instability.
Some of the members experienced this instability during our research project.
Me and my family became homeless, different hotels every other night. Different
bus stops until we can do better.
I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be homeless. But my mom said I gotta find somewhere
to stay. She bouta move out of town and I don’t wanna leave Brookside. It’s my
senior year.
We may be getting evicted. My mom is looking for a place now, but you know
her credit isn’t that great.
Law Enforcement.
The presence of law enforcement in schools has blurred lines between
institutional discourses, where daily exchanges and interactions with law enforcement
expand the surveillance of youth of color and normalize prison terminology (and culture)
in the school setting (Nolan, 2011). The US Department of Education confirms that
students of color face a disproportionate number of school-based arrests and referrals to
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law enforcement due to the increased presence of police on their campuses (Merkwae,
2015). The participants described several traumatizing situations with law enforcement,
both inside and outside school, for example:
The cops raided our home. That was my first time ever seeing a gun. Men
dressed in all black, with a vest with white writing, with big guns. I was 4;
I remember going to the check cashing place with my grandma and they arrested
her;
[The officers] told me if I didn’t leave campus right then, they would take me to
juvenile hall.
One day, I got a call from a community provider about law enforcement activity
on Brookside’s campus. Law Enforcement was there after apparently receiving a call
from someone at the school about a fight among girls. I showed up to campus for group
just as school was being dismissed, and saw at least six-eight police cars parked at the
front of campus and in the parking lot. Shortly thereafter, I got a call from a student who
had gone around the corner to get some food. She reported that the police had left
campus and gone around the corner to a local café and picked up several students on
suspicion of robbery. She was afraid, as one of the students detained was her “sister’s”
boyfriend. Rather than go back to my office, I drove to the café to make sure everyone
was ok. The girls were all agitated. One of the girls stated, “oh they were hyped up after
leaving the school and decided to start some trouble.” I thought they were referring to
the boys who were detained in the back of the police car; upon listening, however, it was
apparent they were talking about the law enforcement officers themselves. The girls
shared, “yea I know he didn’t do it, they know he didn’t do it, but knowing him, he
probably got smart with the officers. That’s why he’s in the car.” They felt it inevitable
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that someone was going to get arrested that day. The boys were incidentally released; as
soon as their parents arrived, law enforcement decided they no longer “fit the
description.”
This persistent trauma creates constant hypervigilance around authority figures,
especially law enforcement. Students described having their heart beat really fast, not
being able to breathe, or not being able to focus after these routine instances of structural
trauma. The participants described how the presence of law enforcement on campus
exacerbated some of their fears and inability to focus at school:
I have a dream that as Black people we will not have to fear anyone in authority;
It used to be we could call the police with our problems;
People in authority look down on those that don’t have the same power. Those
with power often abuse it. Believing that the rules don’t apply to them and that
the law is simply under them. They think that life is free and take what they want
until there is nothing left to take.
The participants shared incidents that either happened to them, or their friends in
which Law Enforcement Officers on campus threatened repeatedly to take them to
Juvenile Hall for school-related behavioral infractions. They also shared arriving to
school and seeing the police parked outside gave them anxiety and made them feel less
safe. One of the participants described a mentoring type relationship with a particular
local officer. She shared, “they cool with me … they do be telling people they gon take
them to juvie tho’.”
School.
Dumas (2014, p. 3) describes black educational suffering as a kind of constant
traveling between historical memory and current predicament, that there is a psychic link
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between the tragedy of antebellum African bondage and post-civil rights (indeed, ‘postracial’) black suffering in schools. Similarly, in their journals, the students shared several
experiences with teachers and school personnel that could be described as educationally
disruptive as well as traumatic.
Like I’m tired of teachers talking to me any type of way because they are
teachers; it frustrates me so bad … like don’t try to use your teacher role just to
control me or whatever;
These teachers stay disrespecting us Black kids. It’s not even hidden at times.
It’s blatantly racist.
Even attempts to reach out and check on students were fraught with racialized
stereotypes. One participant described an interaction with a school administrator who
asked:
You’ve been slacking on your school work lately. Is there something going on or
are you just being lazy?

As a group, we discussed the concept of teachers being trauma informed.
Students shared they hoped teachers would reach out to students to check on their wellbeing rather than implement a punitive punishment. Students responded, however, when
they did share personal circumstances with teachers, it somehow perpetuated already
existing stereotypes of Black people:
[It] just gives them another reason to say something bad about us, saying that we
NEED help from specifically white people because they supposedly have “more”
than us. That’s not how it is nor how it’s supposed to be.
We know Black girls are more likely to be suspended or expelled for issues that center on
disrespect or willful defiance (Morris, 2012). Queens Speak students describe these
incidents in detail. They also share:
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Sorry I missed group, Ms. Stacey. I was given a personal day, for refusing to go
to the office, and told not to come back until tomorrow.
It appeared as though “personal days” used in lieu of a suspension were not uncommon.
Even though the research suggests there is no evidence that frequent reliance on
removing misbehaving students improves school safety or student behavior (Losen &
Skiba, 2010, p.2).
Community Trauma
Community violence is typically defined as exposure to a behavior of an
individual or a group in a community setting that is intended to harm an individual or a
group of people (Guterman, Cameron, & Staller, 2000). Although Guterman et al., use
the term “community” to encapsulate spaces such as home, neighborhoods and schools, I
use it to describe settings outside of home or school where young people may congregate.
For example, this setting may describe their neighborhood, street, park or grocery store.
Participants described trauma within their communities in detail. They experienced
witnessing crime, community violence and even death. For example, one student
described examples of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder after being exposed to community
violence:
Sitting amongst the howling winds with the sounds of police sirens and the boom
of trash cans falling over surrounding you, you jump at the sound because the
sound of a gun isn't new to you. You have lived with violence your whole life but
yet these extremely loud thumps still seem to catch you by surprise.

In their journal entries and poetry, the students matter-of-factly described instances of
community trauma that seemed to be normalized in their experience, including:
We had drive-bys everyday, little girls getting kidnapped. It was just too much
for me;
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When he opened the door a man pulled a gun out and aimed it at his head.
Many of the girls also had numerous experiences with death:
My friend was killed in this cold world. She was fast in the game, pockets never
on slim;
I seen a young man dying in front of my door for gang banging;
I see people getting killed left to right;
My dad was murdered by the people who broke into my house.
Interpersonal Trauma
The participants described situations related to personal trauma, including
domestic violence, sexual abuse, physical/emotional abuse and bullying. In their journals
they described events that are considered adverse childhood experiences, including:
I got teased every day for being ugly, skinny and tall;
I was abused, molested and took advantage of;
I felt alone and unsafe;
I found I was drinking myself away, suicide attempts, but nothing worked;
Mom on drugs, dad nowhere to be found;
One time she called me a dumb stupid bitch, her exact words, because I wasn't
doing so well in school;
My dad broke my heart before any boy had a chance to;
I remember my dad and mom fighting physically.
According to Garcia, et.al. (2016), “YPAR methodologies must heal, rejuvenate and
inspire not only the schools and communities in which the work takes place, but the
researchers who labor over the work” (p. 80). In my journal I wrote:
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These girls are amazing. Their poetic renditions of their inner voices and hidden
experiences have me simultaneously finger snapping in solidarity and power, and
burying my head in my pillow in sadness.
The participants write:
I’m sorry for not being enough of me;
A lot of nights I try to fight my tears that make me drowsy, but he makes me feel
like I’m drowning;
My inner shell is what hurts the most and most of the time screams for help;
I seen a lot of things no child should see or hear;
Everyone I love tears me down in some way;
You feel like you’re suffocating in the middle of the street and nobody can see
you dying;
Living life questioning whether living is what you want. You know you’re not
ready to go, but the thought of just being done just for a second makes you feel at
rest for a moment;
People say it will get better but they don’t seem to understand the damage that
was done;
My mamma's name is lonely and my daddy's name is pain.
Even though I have a social work background and have many intimate
relationships with young people that afford me a glimpse in their reality, I was
overwhelmed at the level of collective trauma experienced by the research team and other
participants. This entire project could have consisted of in-depth descriptions of trauma,
and the resilience Black girls displayed by merely participating actively in life every day.
I was torn when faced with the levels of trauma whether to allow the project to unfold
organically, led by the girls, in order to make a difference in their communities and
schools, or whether I should provide more intervention. I was tempted to halt the project,
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try to protect the girls from their trauma, refer them all for counseling and employ
traditional mental health models of intervention.
This project was designed to push through the trauma, however real, and explore
the agency and growth displayed by Black girls. The girls were excited and empowered
to move forward in creating space and voice for themselves and their peers, so I
attempted to honor that, and them. Thus, even the research process became therapeutic.
In no way does this focus on growth mean to diminish the effects of the trauma, or the
need for authentic trauma informed responsive teachers, communities of support and
mental health services. The purpose of this project, was to provide a counter-story to the
deficit based trauma narrative told by educators to justify why they don’t effectively
reach or teach Black girls, as well as to fill a gap by unpacking critical post traumatic
growth among Black girls and to highlight how Black girls navigate school spaces and
actively resist the school-to-prison pipeline.
Critical post traumatic growth, uncovered
This section unpacks the second meta question: How do the tenets of critical post
traumatic growth reflect the experiences of Black girls within the school-to-prison
pipeline? It was important the girls had the space to define their own narratives, frame
their own experiences and create their own movement. It was important that they created
an environment that would allow them to leave a legacy. These experiences, and others
described, had a positive impact on the tenets of critical post traumatic growth. In
addition, these experiences highlighted the complexity of the lives of Black girls,
uplifting the contradictions and tensions they lived within.
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Resistance
Queens Speak pushed toward the pursuit of excellence as a site of resistance
(Lane, 2017). When report cards came out after the first semester, the lowest GPA
among the core Queens Speak members was over a 3.0. Several girls boasted (or quietly
obtained) above a 4.0. This excellence had not always been present for many of the girls.
Many of them had experienced semesters, or years, of academic failure in the past. They
credited BMAD for helping them realize their full potential, and push them through their
many obstacles to obtain school success in spite of their circumstances. This success
became for them a way to push back against all of the people (especially teachers and
school staff) who said they wouldn’t be anything. My journal:
As the girls strive for excellence in spite of their circumstances, I am reminded of
the rage that pushed me through my early adulthood. I am reminded of the fuel
that drove me, that fuel that wanted more than anything else, to prove all those
people wrong. Everyone who said I wouldn’t be anything. Those who said I had
ruined my life by becoming pregnant. Who laid upon me the myth of the Black
welfare mom with multiple baby daddies. The fuel that forced me to fight the
statistics that seemed to come true in my life in spite of how much I resisted them.
This project and doctoral program is the ultimate resistance. It’s the fuck y’all, in
spite of everything, we are making it. I wonder what happens when we achieve
though. When the voices stop taunting us. How do we get to a place where the
most important voice is our own? What will happen when the voices of our
community start telling us we can. Will “you can” fuel us as much as “you
can’t?” I have to believe we will go even further. We all have to believe …
Navigation
Throughout the research process, the research team illustrated the ability to
traverse their complex situations. The most effective way of highlighting this is through
the lens of Queens Speak. Throughout the project girls took leadership roles, navigated
conflicting ideas and ideologies, and negotiated conflicts. At times their negotiation
resulted in them stepping up into more significant leadership roles, at times they stepped
back. As the lead researcher, I became involved in the day-to-day lives of the
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participants, and their schooling. Even as “leaders” in their school community they
experienced and navigated trauma in the educational setting. For example, one
Wednesday, when I arrived on campus, I was pulled aside by one of the administrators (a
Black man, and a colleague outside of the research team).
He stated “I saw your girl in my office today.”
I responded “what girl? What happened.”
“The dark skinned one. With the weave. She was cutting up … I asked her if she
was part of your research team. She said yes … She’ll tell you …”
I didn’t continue the dialogue, as young people began to congregate, even though
this brief interaction was fraught with concern, including but not limited to the colorist
comment made. I mentioned the interaction to the girls. Janay laughed, “Awwwww Ms.
Stacey, he busted me out.” “Again?” I asked, now enthused by her energy, but confused
by his description of the interaction, “what happened?”
“Nothing, I got into it with my teacher. She was being disrespectful and I wasn’t
in the mood, so I asked to be excused so I could go to A18 [the in-house suspension
room]. [He] pulled me into his office. Said I should be an example.”
This example of Janay navigating a potential hostile environment with both a
teacher and an administrator depicts her ability to assess a situation and facilitate a
solution that worked for her. My journal entry:
After the situation with Janay today, I began to wonder what a school
environment would look like if students had the ability to retreat to a space that
wasn’t a suspension room if they felt like a teacher was being disrespectful,
and/or if they felt like they didn’t have the strength to deal with it at that moment.
Would the space be abused? How would you ensure it was upheld as a sacred
space? Whoa, I really fell into the deficit lens that quick! Why did I so quickly
fall into the same negative stereotyping our girls are so used to. Do I really
believe Black girls don’t want to learn or they will do whatever it takes to get out

127
of class? How easy is it to fall into this frame of mind! Disappointed. In myself.
Ugh.
Part of the navigating process was the students’ ability to understand and
subsequently navigate the systems of oppression at present in their lived reality. Students
who were able to name and describe inequities seemed much more equipped to resist
them. This seemed to increase throughout the duration of the project, where students
were explicitly given education or wisdom or implicitly able to learn lessons after
directly experiencing oppression.
Community
Queens Speak became a multifaceted complex community throughout the
duration of the project. It created and held love, support and conflict. Outside of Queens
Speak, the girls also created their own communities, sometimes with the support of, and
sometimes absent from, adults. Some of the girls lived with each other, even though they
were not related, as they navigated evictions, child protection and parental conflict.
Other times they supported each other by gathering homework, sending informational or
encouraging texts or Facebook messages, or agreeing to connect directly outside of
school or group for a variety of reasons. They also held each other accountable,
especially regarding school.
I really wouldn’t be here without my BMAD family. Jody and Mama Stacey and
all of us for real … we in this together;
Azari wanted me to tell you she couldn’t be here today because she’s sick again.
I’m worried she stay sick. Maybe she’s stressed out. Can you call her?
Voice
Queens Speak students described experiences that fluctuated between feeling
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invisible and being heard.
I feel like this goes back to a long long time ago, this is something that girls
struggled with way back when [it’s definitely historical] … it’s not just because
we are young women and we are seeing it. It goes way way back. It’s not just us
who has went through this. Not a lot of people had a voice.
Our lives happen in silence, invisibly … it is important to share the stories of
girls. We have to hear from real people and girls; we have unique experiences.
What was always apparent was their strength and agency in using their voice. Students
shared many examples, and aired many frustrations, about this phenomenon. Using their
voice through focus groups, interviews and journal entries seemed to be enlightening and
empowering for them:
We should be able to speak too. Like I have a teacher who will say stop talking,
and I say ok and he says that’s another warning, and I say ok, and he says that’s
another warning, then he’ll send me out of class. Like for me, I’ma say ok,
because my momma’s black you feel me, so if I don’t acknowledge that I heard
her I’m getting popped in my mouth. So if he says something, I will say yes or
ok, and I get in trouble every single day because he thinks I’m being smart of
whatever.
Even if they struggled to articulate verbally, they found other ways to express
themselves, including:
Writing … because if I talk to you I’m not going to tell you all the bad stuff; if I
give it a few days and write it out I can express myself better;
I write a lot … I love poetry;
Poetry and acting, I love to act;
Hope
Duncan Andrade (2009) explores the concept of “hope” in the context of
America’s urban youth. Using Tupac Shakur’s poetic analogy of the rose that grows in
concrete, Andrade pushes educators to consider ways they can inspire hope within their
classrooms and among their students. Andrade uses voices of young people within his
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work, and allows youth to describe, in their own words, their experiences in urban
schools. In contrast to mythical, hokey, deferred and false hope, Freire’s concept of
critical hope refers to a committed and active struggle against oppressive policies,
practices and inequities plaguing our communities. As Freire (1994) describes, we have
to be hopeful, not out of mere stubbornness, but out of an existential concrete imperative
(p. 2). Freire goes on to say, without a minimum of hope, we cannot so much as start the
struggle, but without the struggle, hope as an ontological need dissipates, loses its
bearings and turns into hopelessness (p. 3).
Shawn Ginwright (2016) continues this understanding of the concept of hope in
Hope and Healing in Urban Education, which addresses how social transformation can
be inspired from within schools and community spaces to restore hope and change the
trajectory of the school-to-prison pipeline. Through the use of case studies, Ginwright
illustrates the healing strategies employed by educator activists in order to increase hope
among urban youth and to promote the assertion that healing is a form of political action
that is essential for community change.
Students exhibited hope in a variety of different ways. Some were framed within
the struggle: "I hope that my future is great because my childhood was hell and I couldn't
do anything about it." It seemed as though the participants that showed a presence of
these themes had a greater sense of overall hopefulness, as evidenced through their
journal entries and personal communication in both the focus groups and informal
discussions. In spite of their struggles, Queens Speak understood they had power and
agency. They managed to stay confident amidst difficult and unfair circumstances:
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Through tears, frustration and a heartache you remember that you've grown from
a struggle and being able to express your struggles to someone can impact the
next person's life;
A struggle could inspire you. People often look at struggles as a bad thing because
of what they went through but never look at it in a positive perspective. If it
wasn't for that challenge you went through you wouldn't grow;
I am stronger than my struggle.
Summary
In summary, these findings show how Queens Speak conducted a Youth
Participatory Action Research Project through which they examined the lives of Black
girls within the school-to-prison pipeline, as part of the project they gave
recommendations for how schools could better serve students of color, specifically, Black
girls. They shared their recommendations with community partners and systems leaders,
and have committed to continuing to spread awareness about the condition of Black girls,
eventually creating and effecting policies that will make their advocacy more formal. In
addition, Queens Speak exhibited growth consistent with the tenets of critical post
traumatic growth, by displaying agency and voice in the midst of difficult circumstances
and illustrating that even the process of conducting research inspired growth and hope
among them.
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION
The purpose of this Youth Participatory Action Research study was to explore the
lives and experiences of Black girls within the school to prison pipeline. It served to
elevate the voices of Black girls by engaging them in a process of inquiry that allowed
them to share their experiences within the school-to-prison pipeline, develop counter
narratives to the dominant, deficit based, view of trauma, and share the new knowledge
they have created with educational decision makers. The secondary purpose of this study
was to explore critical post traumatic growth among Black girls. This was done using
critical ethnography and observing and reflecting on the experiences of the girls as they
participated in the YPAR project.
Over the course of seven-months I worked closely with 15 Black female high
school students who co-lead the YPAR project. This research team, called Queens
Speak, worked to gather data from among themselves, as well as from Black female peers
within their Blacks Making a Difference leadership program. They conducted interviews
and focus groups, as well as kept journal entries, in order to have a wide variety of data to
triangulate. The Research Team also creatively expressed themselves through art, poetry
and music. Art was simultaneously a way to collect data, use their voice and share their
findings. In addition, I conducted a critical ethnography of the YPAR process, in order to
further examine critical post traumatic growth. This witnessing was an act of love that
involved “a deliberate attendance to people, seeing and taking notice of that which they
believe is meaningful … to witness is to validate the existence of stories and to protect
their places in the world” (Laura, 2014, p. 77). In this sense I was both co-participant and
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researcher as I shared my own stories, wrote my own reflections, and conducted
observations of the girls throughout the research process.
Inspired Imaginations
We considered Queens Speak to be a social movement. We believed that the data
we collected would afford us the opportunity to both name our experiences, as well as
inspire others to action, both inside and outside our community. Progressive social
movements do not simply produce statistics and narratives of oppression; rather, the best
ones do what great poetry always does: transport us to another place, compel us to relive
horrors and more importantly, enable us to imagine a new society (Kelley, 2002). The
creative expressions and community voice that erupted from the Queens Speak space
served to paint a picture of the struggles and strengths of Black girls. I also observed the
revolutionary dreams that erupted out of Queens Speaks recognizing that collective social
movements are also incubators of new knowledge (Kelley, 2002, p. 8). This Queens
Speak movement not only generated new awareness, but also challenged me to imagine
new theories and ask new questions. The YPAR approach and critical lens allowed us to
consider the structural oppressions shaped by race and gender as we maintained a focus
on first person narrative, and pushed each other to imagine transformational educational
experiences for cis-gender, trans and gender non-conforming Black youth. We
recognized very quickly that we didn’t have all the answers, but at least within our sphere
of influence, we had to begin to ask the necessary questions and start (and lead) the
conversation.
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Summary of Findings
This Queens Speak project fills an important gap by adding to the research of
Winn (2014), Morris (2016), Wun (2016), and Lane (2017) by using YPAR to share and
uplift the authentic voices of Black girls. The Queens Speak research team found that the
collective experiences of Black girls in the school-to-prison pipeline were fraught with
racialized stereotypes and that the school site itself (both staff and students) served to put
Black girls in boxes that served to limit and stifle their academic success. Smith, Hung &
Franklin (2011) determined that historically white institutions “represent racial climates
that are replete with gendered racism, blocked opportunities and mundane, extreme
environmental stress” (p. 63). Brookside High School was filled with students of color;
however, the school space was designed around hegemonic ideals, dominant narratives
and carcerality. It was a setting in which both the faculty and the students adopted and
perpetuated racial micro-aggressions and internally racist ideologies. Within this setting
we have to acknowledge the fragility of Black girls despite the ways the media constructs
their identities as loud, bossy, sassy and hypersexualized (Nocella, Parmer, & Stovall,
2014, p.115).
Black girls shared that they were regularly subjected to racist micro-aggressions
resulting in a form of trauma not often discussed in educational spaces, and never
discussed on the campus. These findings confirmed current research that offers a
compelling narrative about the experiences of Black girls in schools and other institutions
(Crenshaw, 2015; Morris, 2016; Winn, 2014; Wun, 2016). The girls used BMAD and
Queens Speak to push back on these stereotypes and oppressions. They called their
school district, and community, to action; resulting in a form of critical post traumatic
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growth in which the very process of naming their lived experiences in a group setting,
and creating a counter narrative seemed to promote agency and growth.
Queens Speak also created new knowledge. As we learned more about the
struggles Black girls face in schools, we were also able to witness their strength, agency
and power in the midst of trauma. As Azari shared in one of our first meetings:
I feel like I mean we are one of the strongest people because we go through so
much. And we don’t have as much as everybody else has, and like, we’ve been
through more. And we don’t get as noticed either. Or appreciated. But we still
strive through that and work hard to get what we have.
The research question “in what ways do our struggles make us stronger” allowed
us to examine in depth the dichotomy Black girls experience as they navigate extremely
difficult circumstances (conditions that sometimes get the best of them), yet continue to
show up and most often progress. The research team uncovered six areas, or themes, that
they all had in common when it came to progress. Areas that, for this group seemed to be
connected to their growth and achievement. These themes were: understanding their
history and identity, belief in their own power, focus on their future, community activism,
legacy building, and the arts. In the next section I explore each of these areas, and
discuss briefly their connection to the success of Black girls.
Understanding their history and identity through a lens of social justice
It is important to emphasize that BMAD and Queens Speak are not traditional
youth development programs that merely exist to educate or teach youth. They do not
follow a problem based, or even a possibility-based, approach (Cammarota, 2011). They
are not focused on providing social services, but rather inspiring social change. Prior to
the Queens Speak project, BMAD students (of all genders) were involved in a leadership
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program that not only taught them about their history and identity, but also grounded
them in a political analysis of their current environment. Within their leadership class,
they learned to develop critical consciousness focused on systematic injustices and
actions required to overcome social and economic oppression (Cammarota, 2011, p.833).
Without an intentional focus on understanding and dismantling systems of
oppression, Queens Speak students would not have developed what Paulo Freire calls
conscientização. This critical consciousness (or conscientization) suggests that
transformative education begins with the creation of pedagogical spaces where youth of
color are enabled to gain an understanding (consciousness) of how their own experiences
have been shaped by larger social institutions (Freire, 1970; Akom, et. al., 2008). This
foundation allowed Queens Speak to delve into more global conversations about naming
the struggles they experienced.
All of the Queens Speak members were able to develop a collective
understanding of their history and identity, through this critical lens. It seemed to be a
commonality among them that was connected to their growth. For example, they shared:
It’s important to know where you came from to know where you are going. It’s
also important to know how other people made it to where you wanna go. These
schools and teachers don’t always help you. But there’s a way through, we have
to help each other find it;
That’s why I like [BMAD.] We are learning about historical figures and stuff.
Not the one’s they teach you about in Black history month, but like the Black
Panther Party and Malcolm X. We should be learning about Black women more
too. But [BMAD facilitator] will make us research it ourselves.
Everything is based on skin color especially in certain communities. Although
the teachers try to sugar coat the truth in honesty we know we get treated
differently.
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Once you understand the system isn’t set up for you. You realize you are going to
have to figure out ways around things. You will also stop setting yourself up for
failure by getting into it with teachers and stuff. You ain’t gon win. But you can
set up things that work for you.
Racial profiling is judging someone and/or assuming something about someone
based on their looks or race. This happens every day all the time. In school, on
the streets, in stores, with policy. You name it, racial profiling is there.
Belief in their own power
Queens Speak members, in spite of their struggles, all demonstrated a belief in
their own power and their ability to be successful. It appeared as though the more they
believed in their own capability, the easier it became for them to navigate systems of
oppression. In turn, the more they realized that the system was built on inequities, the
less they internalized their failures. Teja had been expelled, or involuntarily kicked out
of school, the year before we began Queens Speak. She enrolled in a local charter
school, rather than attend an alternative school program, and returned to Brookside for 7th
period on the days Queens Speak met. When discussing her experiences with school
push out she shared:
Y’all know I was kicked out of school. Yall may not know my story tho’. I’m a
junior. I used to go here but yeah. Right now I’m adopted, my mom she just got
out prison, a couple of months ago or whatever. She has three kids, we all
currently live in different households. I never had a dad. But I was just trying to
find out where I fit in, and not really feeling comfortable. I was always lashing
out. Always in trouble. Always in the office. I finally got kicked out of here for
something stupid. Like, not even fighting. But I realize the system is set up for
me to fail. I’m going to succeed. With or without support. Like, I appreciate
how we have set up a support system for each other. Nothing can stop me now. I
am going to be everything I set out to be.
Another member shared her experience:
I empower myself. I don't need others to tell me things in order for me to do it,
sometimes hearing it is good or knowing it's there is good but I don't wanna feel
as if I need it. I want to have the ability to tell myself I'm going to do something
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and do it with no hesitation or second thoughts. No one is going to give you
anything and everyone that says they're there for you probably won't be there
forever, actually I know they aren't going to be here forever. Everyone is
temporary.
This belief in one’s own power can contribute to growth. When it is addressed in
isolation, it can be problematic as illustrated in our previous discussions about grit and
growth mindset. When coupled with an understanding of history and social justice,
however, this belief in oneself and one’s ability to heal and be successful is an important
part of rewriting a trauma narrative. It is equally as important for young women to
realize they have the power to heal and transform themselves to understand their own
worth and contribution to the world that no one else can make but them (Winn &
Franklin, 2014, p. 122).
Focus on their future
All of the Queens Speak members seemed to have a focus on their future. This
focus seemed to enable them to navigate and deal with their present situations. Some of
the examples they gave about their goals and future included:
My hopes and dreams is to attend Jackson State University and study for
psychology receive my BA then later on receive my masters & PhD. I hope to be
a marriage and family counselor and one day open my own counseling business.
My hopes and dreams are to either be in the music industry or be a dancer, and
my college dream is to get my degree in psychology.
I just want to be successful. I know it’s vague to say “successful” because it looks
different for everyone depending on their circumstances.
This focus became an important aspect of navigation. As will be discussed further, it also
becomes an important aspect within the tenet of hope.

138
Community Activism
As mentioned, Queens Speak members were also involved in community activism
or advocacy. For many, this focus on others is an important part of Post Traumatic
Growth. For some, growth is really about finding meaning in something terrible, and
trying to pay back (or pay forward) those who have helped (Rendon, 2015, p. 102). As a
student shared:
Honestly, in the future I imagine myself stable financially, emotionally, and
spiritually. I picture myself having a degree and helping others and giving back to
my community.
Community activism or involvement can also help people look for the positive
within difficult circumstances. Rendon (2015) reiterates, “if everything is negative, then
it is hard for people to see the potential benefits … that can come from a traumatic
experience, and to turn their thoughts toward the future and what kind of life they want
to lead” (p. 132). Queens Speak members add:
Even doing the [BMAD family] breakfasts, helps us out inside. We can be having
a bad day or a bad week or whatever, but then we get together for breakfast and
cook for families and little people. The kids are running around and having fun,
and we feel better almost instantly.
Sometimes after the breakfast we gave out the leftovers to people who were
homeless. It makes you realize even when things are bad you have a roof over
your head, you can make it to school, you can find something to eat, you don’t
have to rummage in dumpsters.
Legacy Building
The Queens Speak members were all focused on leaving a legacy for the younger
generation. They were involved in peer tutoring and had strict norms about the types of
behavior they would engage in around younger children. It appeared as though this
legacy building helped them stay focused on continuing to mature and grow, even amidst
their trauma. Some of their thoughts when reflecting on their legacy included:
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To my black youth it’s time for us to be leaders and change the black community
from negative to positive. Adults today can’t do much for us. It’s our job
because we’re the next generation. WE need to stop taking what’s happening in
the black community as a joke, because while y’all laughing now the tragedies
that you’re seeing to others today will be you in the future. It’s up to us to change
what’s going on because we’re up next.
Dear future black youth - this is what you should know because most people
won’t tell you. Make an impact in your community for what you think is right,
self educate yourself and become better than what is around you, last but not least
not only help yourself but others. Help make a difference in other people's lives.
Younger youth these days don’t care about their future let alone self-educating
themselves. Is seems as if they care for what’s trending and fitting in with
others. You have to be aware of your surroundings but smartly. Just because you
may see your mother doing drugs, your brother robbing and killing, or your father
selling drugs doesn’t make it ok especially for you. We need to choose the right
decisions. Take all the chances you can to benefit you and your family. Don’t be
the example of how white people think of us as, be the example that makes them
the maddest - a successful black person. My parents weren’t so good or on a
positive track at my age and regret it. I chose to keep my mind on a positive note
to be a good example for my brothers and sisters. To help them out once i
become successful and make sure they get on a positive track as well.
As I write this synopsis we are FaceBook messaging about whether or not Queens Speak
wants to present at an upcoming conference for young people, sharing their findings and
engaging other youth in a conversation about Black girls. Consensus among the group is
that this will be a good opportunity to not only share our findings, but challenge and
support other young women about getting involved in action around these important
issues. It won’t just be our voice then it will be a collection of voices. This example of
legacy building continues to fuel the movement.
The Arts
The use of art in the healing process is effective because it helps focus people on
new activities that absorb them in the process of creating something (Rendon, 2015, p.
161). Tapping into creative ways of thinking through the arts, can also help inspire
people to find more creative ways to address their problems (p. 161). As discussed,
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Queens Speak members were all inspired by the arts in some way. They expressed
themselves creatively and used the arts as a form of self-expression, healing and voice:
I love to sing and dance and sometimes write poetry. I really just love
entertaining people. I like to make people feel good and laugh a lot and try hard to
be as positive as possible.
It gives me a chance to express myself in a way that is unimaginable. I admire the
way they go up there and poor out their heart and soul in their words and tone of
voice I love every aspect of poetry it's the most beautiful thing.
The video: We are here to educate you
The final Women’s Empowerment Chat was presented as a call to action to
system’s leaders, Black women and young people alike. Queens Speak shared their
stories in a multi-sensory, multi-media, creative way. Their creativity pushed back on the
voyeurism that often seems to linger during traditional youth presentations, during which
the adults lean in on the youth sharing their personal stories, and yet, leave with very little
motivation to do something different. The girls pushed back on this, determined not to
have participants leave thinking “oh, that was cute.” Rather they wanted people to leave
feeling introspective and reflective, challenged to change something. They wanted them
to be inspired to real action.
The video they created was shared during their final Women’s Empowerment
Chat. It was important for the Queens Speak to create something that could be left as a
legacy beyond their event. Something that captured the essence of their research and
served as self-expression and voice. They decided they wanted to create a video related
to hair. I don’t know if I understood their vision at first, wondering, with all the rich data
they had collected, why didn’t they want to create a video about invisibility or voice, or
Angry Black Woman, or arts activism, or anything other than hair. As the video project
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came together, I realized, they had captured all of the above, and more, in this brief threeminute presentation.
The video opens up with the girls telling the viewers “We are here to educate
you.” When they shared this portion of the video with me for feedback, we had a
discussion about their choice of words. They shared that in a school setting there is a
clear delineation between educator and student. They felt as though they were experts in
their own experiences and wanted to exercise this authority for those who would be
watching the video. Educate you was a way for Queens Speak to situate themselves as
experts and teachers.
After the introduction, the video spans to us seated in a circle, discussing and
talking about Queens Speak. While shooting the video, we spent most of the time
laughing, joking, and shuffling through papers that outlined our data findings. We even
had impromptu karaoke when as we were reading over our data, we began to rap one of
the verses Brooklyn had written. In my journal I wrote the following:
Shooting the video today made me reflect on our first few meetings. Early on, I
struggled to pull the girls into a circle. Some always stayed outside and remained
on the periphery. During the shoot, the circle was symbolic of how close we had
become, and how much of a community we had created. We were also no longer
wary or shy. Even me - rapping and making faces. My professional façade had
definitely been dismantled. I was comfortable in my own identity. As were they.
Maisha did the voice over for the beginning of the video. This was impactful.
During during early sessions, she was adamant about not speaking in public as she was
uncomfortable and suffered a lot of anxiety. She sounded great in the recording, and
described Queens Speak succinctly and carefully. This represents how much she had
grown, and how much she was willing to push herself out of her comfort zone. The
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video then goes to each member sitting in front of a plain brick wall. Each girl shared a
short statement they had written about hair and what it represented to her. Their words:
My hair shouldn’t determine what you think of me;
If I want to wear weave one day and my natural hair the next, what does it matter
to you?
What do you mean “I have mixed hair?” I’m Black!
My hair is a trait transcended from royalty, why treat it anything less than
greatness?
My hair makes me beautiful and unique;
I shouldn’t have a to be “a man” to cut my hair. My hair breaks boundaries:
My Black hair is trendsetting. They’re corn rows not boxer braids, they’re bantu
knots not mini buns;
I love my hair because it is a reflection of me, and me is beautiful;
I think there is too much commotion over Black hair … like why does matter if
it’s mine or not?
The girls challenged racialized stereotypes, pushed back on misrepresentations,
and situated themselves in a context that has been historically and socio-politically rooted
in colorism. They also reminded their viewers, including me, that they were still teens.
That while they were exploring, naming and unpacking historical inequities, they also
had typical adolescent concerns about appearance and clothing and hair. This reminder
pushed back against the Black superwoman myth, and placed them with their peers in a
developmental context that we cannot ignore. Even amidst their trauma and growth, they
were still teenagers.
Finally, the video closed with what the girls called an “angry Black woman
sketch.” The group of girls sits firmly, collectively staring at the camera, daring us to
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somehow dismiss them. One of the songs they created plays in the background drawing
our attention to both their faces and their voices. They sing:
I am the change. I’m done trying to please you.
We killing the game, baby just be you
No more playing it safe, I’m going my own way
The way I walk, the way I talk
I am a queen this is me.
Then Brooklyn spits:
See there’s a method to my madness and I’m just trying to control it/we fighting
through all this torment, the world is cold and its broken/I’m the future, I’m the
power, I’m the figure that stand/we feel the pain, we feel the shame, I’m not the
vision of a man/I stand strong on my two feet, and I play my cards right/I put the
pedal to the metal to pull my dreams down from the sky/you can’t fight what you
can’t see, so place your bet and follow me/negativity, I hope you just prepare for
your defeat.
The video ends with a final chorus of “I am the change,” and the Queens Speak logo.
Overall this video, encapsulated not just an example of the struggles Black girls
experience, but also the strength and resistance they can find within the struggle.
My journal:
At first I didn’t get it when the girls wanted to shoot a video about hair. Then I
reflected on my own adolescence and remembered how much time and energy I
spent ruminating about my appearance. I remember the colorism. I remember
being too Black, and remember being not Black enough. I remember like it was
yesterday being called knotty headed by Junior, who lived down the street. I
remember trying to comb my afro in a way that looked like the other Black girls.
It stayed wonky. I remember going to the Jamaican salon on Norwich Road and
spending all my savings on a wash, cut and blow dry, only to have my bouncy fro
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destroyed by the English rain within hours. I remember dealing with the Deputy
Headmaster who accused me of violating school rules, and licked his thumb and
tried to rub the black eyeliner off my brown eyelids only to find out I didn’t have
any on. I remember not saying anything. I remember withdrawing, going inside
myself in defiant resistance.
Harris Perry (2011) describes the political nature of the psychological, emotional
and personal experiences of Black women. She asserts these experiences are political
because Black women in America have always had to wrestle with derogatory
assumptions about their character and identity. In this sense, the video was perfect. In
its essence, the video it is a visual encapsulation of the Queens Speak research project
itself.
Critical post traumatic growth examined
In Chapter 2, I introduced a new conceptual framework called critical post
traumatic growth. Using this framework to investigate the experiences of Black girls
allowed me to explore the proposed tenets and gather more insight into how this lens
could significantly add to the research gap. Here, I therefore review the data findings
from the Queens Speak study in light of this framework and demonstrate how critical
post traumatic growth can be, not just as a lens used to examine the experiences of
children of color, but it can also provide a framework to provide support and
transformation.
Both CRT and PTG center the telling of stories and first-person narratives as
paramount to any critical theory. For Queens Speak, their ability to share their story,
either verbally or in writing, seemed to positively impact their growth. Moreover, the
way Queens Speak chose to use these narratives to address and cope with their trauma,
through both research and action, also seemed to have a positive impact. The counter
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narratives shared in The Women’s Empowerment Chat pushed back against the trauma
inducing stereotypes they had to endure. The stories shared were impactful to myself and
each other as we shared experiences, built relationships, engaged in conversation, and
understood more clearly the struggle and strength of Black girls. The stories also
motivated us to further action, by forcing us to take a stand to confront and transform the
environment (specifically school) that was inducing additional trauma.
As mentioned, critical post traumatic growth is formed within the intersections of
Critical Race Theory and Post Traumatic Growth. The tenets and concepts within (or
that evolved from) CRT that are most applicable to this work are: counter-storytelling
(especially the centering of first person narratives); Black Feminist Critical Thought;
Intersectionality; and Critical Youth Studies (specifically, Social Justice Youth
Development). Within Post Traumatic Growth theory, the importance of context and
culture is of relevance. Across cultures, PTG seems to be related to coping strategies,
cognitive processing, social support and spirituality (Weiss & Burger, 2010, p. 190.)
Working through trauma seems to take place at three levels: through the stories and
narratives shared about traumatic experiences, how individuals or communities choose to
cope, and interact, with these narratives, and how individual personalities (or cultural
contexts) dictate their approaches to healing (Joseph, 2011, p .134).
I return to critical ethnography to make sense of the data collected. The next
section in this chapter discusses our findings in relation to our conceptual framework by
delving into each tenet of critical post traumatic growth, uplifting examples found in our
research and highlighting additional questions that arose throughout the project. I also
discuss the relationship between critical post traumatic growth and Youth Participatory
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Action Research. I then turn to the practical implications of this project, unpacking
some of the limitations and lessons learned. I provide recommendations for schools and
communities, as well as make recommendations for future research. Finally, I conclude
with closing thoughts.
Context
The young people who participated in this study courageously and articulately
described their environments in a way that clearly defined the trauma and struggles they
experienced. They also described the uniqueness and strengths they exhibited. The
concept of context takes a closer look at the environment within which Black female
students are being educated. It also refers to the communities within which they live. As
mentioned, Black girls experienced a lot of trauma, both interpersonally (at home), in
community and within institutions (including school). It is important to point out that as
Queens Speak conducted their study, their focus remained on the struggles Black girls
experience within schools. This distinction forces us to consider the question, as schools
purport to have a focus on becoming trauma informed, how do we ensure they don’t retraumatize students by enforcing racially biased policies and practices?
I continue by reflecting on the notion that racial and gender based inequities are
created; they are socially constructed, and therefore, conceptually, can be deconstructed.
Throughout the research project, I contemplated, how we can best model, teach, and
demand this deconstruction within the school setting. As importantly, I considered
whether this type of transformation is even possible within our current system. Microaggressions and misrepresentations continued to happen at Brookside, placing Black girls
in a box that did not support their academic or social emotional growth. Queens Speak
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repeatedly gave examples of teacher and administrator behavior that seemed to push them
back, rather than forward in their educational journey. Teja’s description of her behavior
hearing illustrates this dynamic:
When I went to my hearing he [the hearing officer] said, it probably would have
been better if I wasn’t laughing and talking in the waiting room. I mean, in the
waiting room, I wasn’t loud or anything, I just saw my friend. She was waiting
for a hearing too. I was excited to see her because I hadn’t seen her since junior
high. We talked and laughed for a bit. I guess he was upset we were smiling.
Like he thought I wasn’t taking it seriously. I don’t know what he expected from
me. I didn’t even do anything to get kicked out. I didn’t even get kicked out for
fighting. I got kicked out because a teacher said I was videotaping her. [Laughs]
it actually was a selfie on snapchat during passing period. She shouldn’t have got
her ass in my video in the first place. I was at the point well, if you are going to
kick me out let me just get my new school assignment and be about my business.
He was more at the point like, these Black girls are having fun – I better put a stop
to that.
This narrative is supported by research from the African American Policy Forum which
reported Black girls describe “zero tolerance schools as chaotic environments in which
discipline is prioritized over educational attainment” (Crenshaw, 2015, p. 9). Crenshaw
continues, stating that “the emphasis on discipline leads many girls to be disengaged from
the learning process and from school altogether” (p. 9). Participating in Queens Speak
helped Teja understand the context within which she was being schooled. Allowing her,
in spite of her adversity, to continue to push toward success.
I see now how the system is set up. It means sometimes I have to make sacrifices
to get where I want. Like, I couldn’t go to the Queens Speak event because I had
a midterm. I am determined not to let them win.
Much of the reform currently happening at Brookside High revolves around
“context.” Brookside is attempting to craft an environment that works to reduce
disciplinary infractions in order to eliminate the school-to-prison pipeline trajectory;
however, they seem to be focused solely on responses to student behavior. Sojoyner
(2016) asserts, the current school-to-prison pipeline trope situates student behavior at the
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center rather than addressing the “root causes of the establishment of a massive
punishment apparatus” (pp. 194-195). This behaviorist reform effort is founded in
respectability politics and supposes if Black kids knew how to act they would not need to
be disciplined. Within a school context, therefore, we must spend much more time
analyzing and addressing institutional norms and adult behavior, rather than focusing
primarily on the actions of students.
Alicia shares evidence of the school’s attempt to minimize the effects of
institutional trauma and exclusionary practices and to focus purely on the need for
students to have more “grit”:
We have been learning about having a focus on “growth mindset.” A growth
mindset helps us continue to do better and to get ahead. We won’t get anywhere
in life without this mindset. It’s what allows you to keep going when you get
knocked down.
This focus on grit, or even Social Emotional Learning, is problematic when it doesn’t
take into consideration the systems of oppression perpetuated by schools. How long do
girls need to “keep going” when they get knocked down? How long must they continue
to get knocked down in the first place?
The research team also uplifted the need for additional training and support for
teachers, especially in regards to race relations. One student even recommended teachers
be required to take a test to assess whether or not they actually liked kids, in particular
Black youth. As mentioned, a participant during the focus group shared:
They should be required to take a test to determine to see if teachers even like
kids. I swear some of these teachers act like they really dislike us [laughing, then
another student] … Nah for real though. They should also have to take a test to
see if they are racist. Like do you even like Black people. Do you hang out with
people from other cultures? Do you understand racism?
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Queens Speak shared many examples where teachers appeared to escalate disruption
within the classroom, rather than construct a safe and supportive classroom environment.
He let [the other student] talk to me any old kind of way, and when I said
something I got in trouble for being loud. Like, you hear her messing with me,
yet you are allowing it. Am I not supposed to stand up for myself? Why am I
getting singled out?

As students became more aware of their identity and power, their voices became
louder, and more threatening to the status quo. This seemed to be perceived as a threat to
the institutional environment. This is even more apparent when considering the
institutional muting of Black female students, to revisit one of the student’s statements:
Basically, [I’m] the invisible Black girl that everybody really doesn’t notice until
something happens, or I’m being loud or something;
A Black feminist examination of this suppression demonstrates that our current
state-based masculine policy model reproduces oppression upon the entire Black
community through the silencing of Black women (Sojoyner, 2016, p. 195; Richie,
2012). For Black female students especially, this silencing can add to the psychological,
historical and generational trauma Black girls experience within the intersection of
Blackness and womanhood. In an educational system that exists to perpetuate the control
of Black bodies and minds, we must ask ourselves, how can we support and empower
Black female students in a way that doesn’t co-opt or silence their voice? Moreover, how
do we, as a social justice community, create safe spaces where Black female students can
confront anti blackness and misogyny, not only with white staff and administrators, but
also with people of color, including other Blacks. Those who come into the community
positing respectability politics and social control, or come into the community to
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maintain the status quo through the provision of “social services” must be challenged
whether they be elders or near-peers. When asked about recommendations for
community, Queens Speak stated repeatedly “don’t judge us.” We have to therefore
develop forums where narratives can be shared, and judgements challenged. We must
also use these forums as spaces through which young people and adult allies can hold
both educators and community providers accountable, especially if they are funded to
serve our community (either through grants, employment, or public service).
Queens Speak conducted a thorough study of the context within which the young
women exist. This can serve as a model for future projects, that are focused on
conducting YPAR within a school based setting, as well as studies focusing on
examinations of the school-to-prison pipeline. Queens Speak highlighted the types of
conditions they operate within and carefully described the structural inequities that
influence the space. As mentioned, in many ways Brookside continued to perpetuate
trauma. There was, however, some evidence of how healing space can be created inside
of a school setting. Jacobs (2016) argues that instead of serving as sites of reproduction
of negative messages concerning Black girls, schools can potentially transform into
spaces where Black girls are given the tools to recognize, critique and push back
narratives that oppress and dominate them (p. 226). We must continue to provide safe
spaces for girls to recognize and resist damaging racial and gender stereotypes. We must
do this ourselves as well, by uplifting positive narratives of Black women and by having
no tolerance for racism or misogyny at any level. This discussion brings me to an area
within critical post traumatic growth which I overlooked in the original analysis –
Identity.
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Identity
As identity is most often developed under the gaze of a master narrative that
perpetuates cultural and identity politics, assigns positions and constructs social agency,
it becomes important, especially for Black girls, to have spaces where identities can be
developed that humanize, uplift and value Black womanhood (Haynes, Stewart & Allen,
2016). If Black girls don’t have space to develop positive self-identity they run the risk
of developing what DeGruy (2005) calls “vacant esteem.” According to DeGruy (2005),
in a post slavery context, vacant esteem is the “state of believing oneself to have little or
no worth exacerbated by the group and societal pronouncement of inferiority” (p. 125).
Thus, when Black girls are not given the tools to understand how their identity is shaped
and developed, they internalize the racist and misogynistic ideology they have been
conditioned with.
Queens Speak expectedly struggled with some these internalized stereotypes.
This was most evident during our conversations about being “fast.” While the girls
recognized that the stereotype of the Black Jezebel was part of an historical narrative
developed to maintain Black woman’s place as a sexual object and producer of children,
while at the same time protect White purity, they were sure to regularly remind me, or the
group, that they were not “that fast tailed girl.” During one of the last focus groups, a
conversation ensued about girls giving boys “favors” on the football field. Introduced by
one of the visiting elders, the discussion served to remind the girls that they should not be
“fast” and definitely shouldn’t be one of “those girls at the back of the football field.”
The girls ardently agreed, reassuring each other, and the elders, that they were not “those
girls.” As I observed, I reflected that during high school, I was definitely one of “those
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girls.” I lamented, that even well-meaning Black women can perpetuate stereotypes, and
serve to demean girls that are not considered “good girls.” These stereotypes must be
highlighted, interrogated, and interrupted by Black girls, community members and
schools.
Further examination shows, the antitheses to Angry Black Woman, the identity
development silent Black girl, is under interrogated, and seems to fall under the radar. As
Markia describes:
I haven’t really experienced the stereotypes first hand – I’m a more closed person.
I’m not really loud and show attitude …
According to (Fordham, 1993), Black girls who are most successful in school are those
who are silent, therefore invisible in the eyes of teachers and administrators. This silence
is not, however, continues Fordham, merely submissive acquiescence. Rather it is an act
of defiance and resistance. “I could go off if I want to; but I’m not gon let them take me
there.” It is important therefore to support Black girls in the development of their identity
that is both situated in a socio-historical context, as well as cognizant of their current
reality. Whether quiet or loud, Black girls must be given space to get to know themselves
and develop their own authentic identity.
In addition, in the midst of our enthusiasm to counteract negative stereotypes, we
must not create new ones - overly positive images that fail to accurately reflect the
complexity of the lives of Black girls (Hull, et. al, 1982). We must allow for Black girls
to celebrate all facets of their identity and be allowed the fluidity to continue to explore
them as they grow and mature.
My struggles growing up for me and still is today, is accepting the way I was
made and not even looks I believe I’m very beautiful but my attitude, the way I

153
speak etc. I am very outspoken and I stand for what I believe in I have a very
projected voice and I'm not afraid to tell you how I feel. Growing up that seemed
to be a problem for those around me I was always misunderstood, for having an
attitude or being mean etc. I was told I'm not gonna make it far in life because of
my attitude, so I always wished I was humble. I envied the “quite or calm kids. “I
wished so bad to be like them. I am just learning that because I am outspoken,
not afraid to voice my opinion etc., that's what makes me, ME and I am very okay
with that.
There were times I started to believe I was stupid and I would put myself down
and tell myself I was dumb, I needed to show them I could be successful just so I
can believe in myself.
To address these characteristics, we must add to the conceptual framework a tenet of
identity, and support Black girls to ask questions such as:
•

Who am I and how do I fit in this world?

•

How do I love and celebrate all facets of my identity?

•

How do I define myself both now, and in an historical-socio-cultural context?

•

How do I look to the past for direction and to the future to dream and reimagine?

This mere defining of identity can become a counter narrative that pushes back on the
misrepresentations and stereotypes that shroud Black girls. As Queens Speak showed us,
especially in their video, Black girls have the ability to create a new collective identity;
one that promotes critical post traumatic growth.
Struggle
Using critical ethnography, I conducted a document analysis of poetry and journal
entries created by BMAD girls. During this in-depth analysis it became very apparent
that many of the participants had experienced extensive trauma. The participants had
experienced sexual abuse, abandonment, domestic violence and even death. What was
not as apparent, or discussed in educational spaces, was the trauma that Black girls
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experience within the school setting itself. Queens Speak, therefore, took the approach of
examining the struggles Black girls faced both in schools and in everyday life. Focus
groups, interviews and written reflections, allowed Queens Speak the opportunity to not
only express themselves individually, but also develop a collective and creative voice as
they battled structural inequities.
Prior to BMAD and Queens Speak, the girls described how they would internalize
a lot of the stereotypes they were faced with. Once these misrepresentations were named,
the girls not only understood the historical context within which they operated, but also
felt empowered to push past these stereotypes into a form of educational resistance.
During one of the focus groups the girls recognized that members of the dominant
culture, have the opportunity to enter the educational space every day without the added
burden and trauma of racialized negative stereotypes. Let’s revisit the conversation:
Ms. Stacey: Do you know, there are students who come to school every single day
and don’t have to deal with stereotypes? Like they just get to learn. They don’t
have to navigate racist systems. They just get to be students.
Group: Yea right [laughing] not here; not anywhere [chatter];
Porsha: I don’t think we can change those stereotypes; it’s low key how it is;
Moniqua: No she’s right. Well, kinda. They do deal with stereotypes - they are
just positive ones.
Zenae: Yea, white students go to school and are told you can learn, you are smart,
you can do anything you put your mind to;
Moniqua: Our stereotypes are portrayed the worse; they have good stereotypes,
positive stereotypes, like they are smart or superior, something good to look
forward.
The stereotypes white students face (you are capable, you are intelligent, you can
do anything you put your mind to) encourage and support their educational journey,
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rather than diminish it. The girls described the need for spaces that created and
highlighted positive stereotypes and resistive images, so Black girls could also be
supported and encouraged along their journey. In fact, the girls created this type of space
within BMAD and Queens Speak.
In critical post traumatic growth, when contemplating struggle, we must stress the
importance of an historical and socio-cultural analysis of systems of oppression, in
addition, we must not neglect the need for real time supports and the provision of basic
needs. The girls within Queens Speak often grappled with navigating school systems,
buying groceries, getting back in school, or talking through day-to-day issues. It is
important, whether we enter relationship with young people for educational, or research
purposes, that we recognize the responsibility and commitment that comes along with
these relationships. We must be consistent and we must provide real and tangible
supports.
Even before Queens Speak my partner and I would open up our home to young
people. This provided not only community (which we discuss later), but also a concrete
and tangible space where basic needs could be met. As I exposed the young people to
different adults, this was not always recognized; requiring some form of intervention on
my part. Sometimes, however, support manifested itself organically.
After a meeting with Black female elders, one of the Queens Speak students came
up to me crying. I initially was defensive, and on edge, wondering if one of the adult
women had somehow offended her, or hurt her feelings. To the contrary, the student and
a Black female elder had a conversation after group about colleges. During the
conversation, the elder asked Moniqua, a senior, how her college hunt was going.
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Moniqua explained that she had used up all her fee-waivers, but still had an Historically
Black College and University she wanted to apply to. The elder offered to pay for the
application fee, and they arranged when she would be back at the school to take care of it.
The young woman was so touched at the gesture, she was brought to tears. Within a day
or two, Moniqua’s college application was paid for and submitted. By attending to the
basic need, the elder showed the concept of community and leaving a legacy, something
that the girls had been stressing throughout the group. To summarize this tenet, Queens
Speak gave us a model of how they, as Black girls, navigated the spaces and systems they
are a part of. They highlighted some of the coping mechanisms they use, and uplifted
some of the barriers to their success. Finally, they articulated some of the supports they
need in order to be successful in their navigation.
Sometimes we just be hungry. We drink a lot of water in the day time to avoid
eating. When we come to group it helps if there is food. We also need help
applying to colleges and jobs and stuff. They have these things at school, but if
nobody in our family has done this we are the first one trying to figure it out by
ourselves. It seems like school doesn’t always have the time and the patience to
teach us.
In summary, Queens Speak uplifted the trauma within schools, paying close
attention to the structural and institutional trauma perpetuated by the educational system.
To support Black girls, in light of these struggles, we must provide resources to deal with
basic needs, as well as mental health concerns. We must also create space where Black
girls can create a new narrative.
Resistance
Tintiangco-Cubales, et. al. (2016) inform us that students internalize hegemonic
views of their existence, and challenge us to examine the role schools have played to
ensure students of color continue to experience disenfranchisement and dehumanization
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(p. 1309). The girls displayed resistance against this oppression in many ways. This
resistance manifested itself in how the girls approached the research, how they shared
their stories, and subsequently how they advocated for themselves, both in their Women’s
Empowerment chats and on campus. Sometimes resistance took the form of defiance and
verbal challenges inside and outside of the classroom.
…. anyways in frustration, I asked her would she want her kids to get a 1 out of 5
on their paper? Then she started yelling then kicked me out, but the moral of the
story is that instead of encouraging us to do better next time or something of that
sort, she told us “to get over it “. I do agree though that I could've went about the
situation a different way and maybe pulled her to the side after class or
something, but it's just frustrating for me as a black girl or just being black period,
being told to settle in life;
I love noticing that it’s not just me having the day to day problems that I face
because I’m always told I’m “tripping” but there's no way that approx. 13 girls are
“tripping” about all the same problems. We have to speak up. Maybe if we all
talk at once they’ll listen.
Queens Speak also displayed acts of resistance through their academic success.
Many of the girls described having to fight to be included in IB (International
Baccalaureate – similar to Advanced Placement) classes. They also described the
struggles they experienced once in the classes, to keep up with the work when they had
not been adequately prepared. When semester grades came out, the average GPA for
Queens Speak girls was 3.7. Many of the girls attributed the support and encouragement
they received from BMAD as being pivotal in transforming their educational journey,
especially in how they advocated for themselves with teachers and administrators.
Sometimes this advocacy may have been considered “unproductive”:
Mr White got on my nerrrrrrves today … like he was really trying me. Like, it
was like he knew how to push my buttons and kept pushing them. So I told him
about himself. But, like I’m smart about mine. If I know I’ma get kicked out at a
9.0 I’ma take it to like an 8.9 or something. I’ma make sure I get my point across.
Then I’ma sit down and do my work.
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YPAR in itself is resistive pedagogy. By focusing on Black girls as agents rather
than objects within systems of power in society, we position them as creators of
knowledge, and acknowledge their everyday formal and informal acts of resistance
(Brown, 2009; Jacobs, 2016, p. 228). The collaborative structure of Queens Speak
allowed us to deconstruct the notion of the teacher as knowledge holder, and students as
the receptacles to be filled (Tintiangco-Cubales, et. al., 2016, p. 1317; Freire, 2000).
Through this collaboration the girls learned the power of their resistance, whether formal
or informal; “positive” or confrontational.
In summary, Queens Speak highlighted many ways they display acts of both
individual and collective resistance. The school setting did not always support these acts
of resistance. Nonetheless Queens Speak members unapologetically described their
experiences and began to demand change.
Navigation
Anger and the related lack of impulse control is a symptom of PTSD. Similarly,
another symptom of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS) is “ever present anger.”
DeGruy (2005) states that this anger is “one of the most pronounced behavior patterns of
PTSS (p. 130). She asserts that anger and violence created and maintained the institution
of chattel slavery; this anger and violence continued long after slavery was abolished.
DeGruy goes on to affirm that Black families have continued to raise their children in a
society that continues to violate, disrespect, incarcerate and systemically block the goals
and successes of the majority of our communities. She contends, “no wonder we are
angry” (p. 133). This anger, or righteous indignation, festers just below the surface of

159
many Black teens. When stoked, it results in what Black girls describe as going “zero to
100.” Learning to understand where this anger comes from, can result in learning how to
navigate volatile situations.
I got stressed out in [anger management] class. They started to ask me a bunch of
questions causing me to dig deep inside. I didn’t want to answer them, but after I
realized a lot of things about myself, and my family, and my people, it motivated
me to want to learn more and do something different. We should have a class like
this that pushes us to dig deep, but that is just for us as Black girls. That is safe.

Again, collective action is an important aspect of critical navigation; one that can
propel Black female students toward critical growth. As Ginwright, Camarota &
Noguera (2005) assert, “youth collective action is a rational response to state control and
repression” (p. 32). In summary, Queens Speak described for us the unique ways they
learned to navigate their school space. They displayed varying coping mechanisms, and
through a collective learning process learned new ways to cope. Also, through the
Queens Speak project, girls began to process their obstacles differently, using a critical
lens rather than internalizing the stereotypes and misrepresentations they were faced with.
Community
We must realize Black girls are not merely objects within society, they are
participants in the very fabric of the communities within which they live. Although
community trauma is a very real experience for many Black girls and must be addressed,
we must recognize the strength of the communities within which Black girls live, as well
as the youth community within which they identify. According to Yosso’s (2005)
Community Cultural Capital theory, young people bring with them community cultural
wealth that has the power to transform the process of schooling. Through an
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examination of community, we can explore effective ways to create spaces, not where
youth merely rely on, or look to, us (adults/educators) for service provision, but begin to
turn to each other for support and advocacy – resisting the competition that is so
prevalent among Black girls.
Being a black girl, I feel that we need to work on building each other up. Often
we despise and say mean and hurtful things to one another which constantly
breaks down the confidence and self-esteem of the next black girl. We need to
start doing the opposite of that and build each other up, give each other
complements, tell one another that they are beautiful, intelligent, and can amount
to so much more than what society has said that they can. Encouraging each other
I think will build a stronger black community within the girls and women, and
even the men, and we will be more powerful together and other will begin to
respect us once we start to respect each other.
The BMAD students, beyond Queens Speak, were also building community.
Within their safe spaces, they advocated for themselves and each other, as well as learned
how to deal with conflict and competition. They conducted a bi-monthly Black Family
breakfast, in which the young people cooked and served breakfast for children and
parents in the community. The breakfast that took place at school or in the community
was a way to bring back a sense of Black community as well as meet basic needs. School
administrators and community members sometimes attended. It was interesting, and
sometimes humorous, to watch adults attempt to co-opt the space, when young people
were adamant there was to deliberately be no agenda, merely the building of community.
Queens Speak charged us with creating community spaces; spaces of compassion and
caring; spaces of healing.
Rendon (2015) asserts, just having contact with someone who had grown was one
of the biggest factors in predicting Post Traumatic Growth. This is one of the areas the
students strived to build within Queens Speak. They also developed the following
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concrete recommendation, specifically for members of the Black female community: Be
willing to listen to our stories, and share yours. Who knows we may learn from you.
While we maintain movement toward social justice, we must also center ourselves
in our own healing journey, as well as be willing to join in solidarity with the healing
journey of others. These spaces can be in classrooms, or community. Ideally they would
be spaces that the young people could call their own, like a Student Resource or
Empowerment Center for example. We must, however, be cognizant of the reality that,
unless we are careful, the creation of safe spaces for Black girls, or other students of
color, can easily be coopted by schools and administrators as ways to teach Black female
students how to behave better and conform to the school’s norms of acceptance and
appropriateness. If spaces are created by, and led by, youth themselves there is more of
a likelihood that the space would be conducive to building authentic community.
As Sojoyner (2016) reminds us, schools are a historical site of Black organizing,
and have therefore also become a site of Black control. The challenge for schools and
community organizers, therefore, is how to support rather than oppress the growth and
agency of Black girls. For example:
We need more things like this – make this [Queens Speak] a part of the
curriculum. A group where we can talk about our issues as Black girls and find
solutions.
Finally, we must remember, even in the midst of community, that Black girls
sometimes feel alone. It is important to understand this tension and continue to build
relationships and comradery among the group. We must also be available to connect
Black girls to more in depth interventions if necessary. A participant describes:
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Everything's slowly falling apart damn near. Grades dropping, my mind is
somewhere else. Family still isn't family ... They still all fucked up. Everything is
all fucked up! No one really to talk to.

Throughout this research project, Queens Speak came together as community. They also
highlighted the competition that continued to exist, even within the Queens Speak group.
This ongoing tension is rooted in history and generational trauma. As Black girls
practiced being in community with each other, and learned how to communicate through
their challenges, they appeared to have a greater tendency toward critical post traumatic
growth.
Voice
We must be intentional about how we engage Black girls and not punish them for
responding in ways 400 years of slavery and oppression have conditioned them to act in
order to survive. We can resist invisibility by creating a space for voice.

The uplifted

voice I refer to is the noise that is made audibly by students, either in conversation, poetry
or action, the words that are put on the page; and also to the unspoken messages Black
bodies send, especially those bodies that identify as female. Understanding this, and
furthermore, understanding how uncomfortable schools are with these voices and
responses, we must consider the question of how we create an environment in which we
allow voices of Black girls to thrive and not be further silenced? Using a lens of Post
Traumatic Growth, Rendon (2015) writes,
The stories people tell about who they are and what their lives can and can’t be
are remarkably important. They can trap individuals in a life that no longer works
or can open the door to something new and transformative. Traumatic events
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have the capacity not only to upend those stories, but they can be the catalyst that
forces people to find new and often better narratives for ourselves. (p.69)
I share this excerpt to highlight the power of Black girls creating a new narrative,
individually and collectively. As Queens Speak began to understand the intersectionality
of oppressions they operated within, they used YPAR to create a collective story, one that
pushed back against misrepresentations and stereotypes. They also began to write their
individual stories. Holding space for these stories, allows Black girls to be in a position
to begin “reframing their story, as one that looks to the future and begins to view things
in a beneficial way” (Rendon, 2015, p. 71). This reframing is not done in a way that
passively accepts inequity and racism, but rather a way that advocates for resistance and
collectively demands change.
Voice happened in some ways during the school day, but most visibly (or audibly)
in the after school space. Young people felt as though they were often unheard in school,
and it was interesting that, although BMAD was funded by the district, and took place on
the Brookside campus, the young people differentiated between what happened within
the BMAD classroom, or Queens Speak space, and what happened in the rest of the
school space. It became apparent, similar spaces for conversation needed to happen in
the school day, and that they needed to be called for by administrators and teachers, not
just the Expanded Learning providers. One example of the cross-over occurred when
Brooklyn called for a meeting with all of her teachers in order to better express herself,
share her identity, and use her voice to ask for what she needed. The teachers responded
favorably and even began to intervene on Brooklyn’s behalf when particular teachers
stepped outside of their agreed upon norms.
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Often times, Black youth react to inequity in the tradition of Black radicalism,
and, in a quest for freedom, follow their traditions of organizing and collective action.
Spaces that allow young people to express themselves through the arts can also be a way
to resist silencing. The opportunities of self-expression through music, art, poetry and
photography can serve to give voice to Black female experiences, even when verbal
expressions of voice are unwelcomed or unsupported. In summary, Queens Speak
explored different ways of using their voice. They acknowledged that, especially on their
campus, all voices are not represented equally. They also acknowledged that there were
very few spaces within the community where their voices could be heard. Finally,
Queens Speak was lifted up as a model for highlighting youth voice, especially for Black
girls.
Hope
Inspiring hope may look different for young women who have experienced
trauma. In much of the literature, hope and healing go hand in hand, and are talked about
as being uniquely connected. The healing that occurred through the YPAR experience,
and Queens Speak, appeared to inspire hope among the girls. This hope must not only
exist among the young people, but also among the adults who teach and support them.
During this research project, I was involved in a Health and Healing initiative led by the
Campaign for Black Male Achievement. This project focused on the adults who work
with Black students, encouraging and equipping them (us) to prioritize our own healing
and self-care. I, and others in our educator community, learned new ways to take care of
ourselves and place our own healing as an important factor in our work. We ate better,
drank water, breathed, walked, stretched, and sometimes had times just to talk, strategize
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and uplift each other. This experience helped us all build closer relationships with
ourselves, each other and our students. Thus, rather than absorbing the trauma the girls’
experienced, that trauma which often mirrored my own, I was able to focus on creating
an environment that helped them flourish. At times this was difficult, and as life got in
the way, I cried and retreated; sometimes I couldn’t sleep. However, with the support of
each other and our community, Queens Speak continued to grow and challenge the status
quo. The hope inspired within the group was contagious.
My journal reads:
I don’t know if I have words to fully explain this process. I have always had
hope, even in the midst of my own trauma. Maybe that is an example of my own
post traumatic growth. I have struggled, however, to develop a collective hope,
especially among young people. I feel like I spent a lot of time in my early years
convincing young people things were going to be ok. What has changed is I am
now unapologetic about teaching young people about the systems of oppression
we operate within, and thereby acknowledging things are not ok. Surprisingly
this gives us the freedom to imagine something completely different. Which in
and of itself inspires a different level of collective hope.
In addition, faith and spirituality is also lifted up by psychologists as an important
factor of Post Traumatic Growth. Many of the girls described relationships with God and
church, and uplifted their faith as a source of hope. We must work with our faith-based
partners to ensure they don’t pass on ideologies of misogyny and patriarchy from the
pulpit, and that they too provide safe, non-judgmental spaces for Black girls to learn and
grow. Queens Speak articulated through their research how they defined hope. They all
showed evidence of particular facets of hope in their stories and journals. These facets of
hope, as described in previous sections, were: understanding in their history & identity;
belief in their own power; focus on their future; community activism; legacy building and
the arts. While I was searching for evidence of hope, Queens Speak was silently living it.
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The facilitation of hope, remains challenging within the school environment. It is
key that in order to truly inspire hope among all young people, we must move beyond
youth development, or expanded learning spaces, into all of the classrooms and settings
of the school. The girls dealt with many examples of hope killers, and very few hope
dealers. The concept of hope, including its relationship to faith, and future, remained
elusive for much of the campus.
In one instance, the BMAD facilitator was stopped by a teacher while he was
wearing his Hope Dealer sweatshirt. The teacher shared some of his struggles and
seemed to be thankful for the listening ear. He expressed how hard his week had been
and how he was feeling a little hopeless. After they conversed for a few minutes the
BMAD facilitator shared a few words of encouragement. As they parted, the teacher
said, “wow, I feel better. You really are a hope dealer” (J. Johnson, personal
communication, 2016). The students sensed teachers had their own struggles, and
discussed the need for more support for teachers. They felt it was unfair teachers took
their lives out on their students, but empathized with the difficult task many teachers had.
They felt as though teachers should be more supported with safe spaces, and professional
development opportunities, that encouraged them to think and act outside of the box, and
pushing back upon the status quo.
Challenges and limitations of this project
It is important, as engaged scholars, to be critical of our own research and share
the challenges and limitations we experience as we attempt to create safe spaces that
inspire learning. This research project experienced challenges at almost every level. I
have outlined the most prevalent issues here.
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Competition
One of the themes that the research team uplifted through their research question
What struggles do Black girls have was competition. Queens Speak was no different.
The competition and conflict among the girls remained below the surface throughout the
project, and at times bubbled up. During our first focus group, Porsha became upset that
Azari was staring at her. She interrupted the focus group to confront Azari. Moniqua
(the facilitator) attempted to uncover the issue and mediate. The research team was there
along with about 10 other Black girls who elected to participate in the study. We were
seated in a circle; the girls began to shift in their seats and complain:
Are you serious!?
This is exactly what we are talking about!
How we gon talk about our struggles and then bring this shit to group?
This don’t make no sense!
As the group began to complain, the two girls got louder. I allowed Moniqua, the
facilitator, time to address or redirect the girls, and then decided for the safety of the
larger group, I would take the Azari and Porsha outside to discuss. Once outside, the
girls confronted each other regarding an issue with Porsha’s girlfriend. Porsha was
visibly upset, and continued to escalate the conflict. After talking for a few minutes they
both agreed to squash the issue so they could return to group. Azari stepped back inside
and Porsha and I talked until she calmed down.
This type of overt incident happened a couple of times throughout the research
project, although most conflict was covert and under the radar. I felt conflicted about
stepping outside of my role as co-researcher, and participant-observer; however, I
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recognized that the girls did not yet have the tools to mediate their own conflict, and
looked to me as the “teacher” to intervene. Even though we did a lot of work at the
beginning of the project to build relationships and team build, I recognized the need for
ongoing tangible skill building, especially in regards to managing conflict and anger. As
one participant states:
Always a competition about us females. Always a group here and a group there;
always a competition got have the best hair, best clothes, always got to be
popping. We get mad so fast. We can’t ever have a lazy day without somebody
talking about us. We get mad so fast, we so quick to think somebody is talking
about us. There are circumstances that make us that way.
Team building has to be continuous, and reflexive, as girls develop their
individual and collective identities. Lane (2017) found the same when creating
transformative spaces for Black girls. One of their goals was to unite Black girls as
allies, so that they could collectively challenge, learn from and empower one another
while seeking to reconstruct limiting narratives of Black femininity (p. 18). Queens
Speak served to do the same, in addition, they wanted to use their research findings to
highlight struggles, and uplift new narratives for Black girls in ways that would influence
policies and practices in schools and in communities.
Voice
The concept of voice or specifically, lack of voice (invisibility) also manifested
itself throughout the group. Some of the girls were very quiet. Markia, for example,
admitted her invisibility had allowed her to be successful in school and to avoid conflict
with teachers and other girls. I struggled with creating space for the quieter girls to
express voice, while not stifling the expression of louder girls. We adopted one mic, a
group norm in which one person spoke at a time and were intentional about calling on
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quieter girls to share their thoughts with the group. Journal entries and artistic expression
seemed to be the most effective way of collecting their stories; however, due to time
restrictions, we often had to rely on creating art and writing outside of group. Because of
the multiple activities and responsibilities of most of the girls in Queens Speak,
consistency and time for self-expression remained a challenge. We did not collect as
much art as we would have liked, but the written journals added invaluable dimensions to
the projects. In spite of these shortcomings, Queens Speak continued to express
themselves and use their creative voices as part of their own healing processes:
[I like to] listen to some music, make music, if I’m really frustrated I’ll probably
get on the guitar and play really hard. I write rhymes.

Commitments & responsibilities
Many of the girls in Queens Speak had competing responsibilities and
commitments. These included, but were not limited to paid employment, extracurricular activities, school work, and family obligations. As we consider some of the
struggles and traumas the girls lifted up, especially related to poverty, it is important to
create spaces where youth can not only receive leadership and educational opportunities
but also paid employment. The Queens Speak project took place outside of the school
day, during after-school or on the weekend. As the girls progressed through the year,
some of them found jobs and were unable to participate in group as regularly. We
communicated through text and FaceBook messenger, and they updated their journals.
However, given the time commitment of Queens Speak, and its contribution to the
educational field, I would have loved to have been able to pay them wages comparable to
McDonalds, rather than the small $250 stipend they received.
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Researcher reflexivity and flexibility
It was important for me to remain reflexive throughout the Queens Speak process.
As a doctoral student, I entered the project with the desire to study and explore Post
Traumatic Growth. The girls, on the other hand, were much more interested in exploring
the context of their environment and examining how Black girls navigated the school
space. These two areas of interest were aligned, but not always synonymous. To stay
committed to the YPAR methodology I had to remind myself to defer to Queens Speak as
we developed research questions and processes. I was able to accomplish both goals, by
using critical ethnography to observe and reflect on the YPAR process. I was able to
assess and witness PTG, while at the same time ensure the girls had the autonomy and
freedom to add to the current body of research in their own way.
Transformative education
Another challenge was the girls themselves learning to transition from being
participants in the traditional banking method of education, into a more transformational
and collaborative process. This shared responsibility allowed us to deconstruct the notion
of the teacher as knowledge holder, and students as the receptacles to be filled
(Tintiangco-Cubales, et. al., 2016, p. 1317; Freire, 2000). This shift was albeit
challenging for the students. During a group meeting at the Empowerment Center one
Saturday, we were conducting planning for our final Women’s Empowerment Chat.
Taylor was sharing ideas and began to ask questions about what they should include, or
leave out, when it came to the sharing of data. She was looking at me as she described
her thoughts and threw out some questions. As she concluded, I smiled, but didn’t
answer any of the specific questions she posed, looking instead around the room at the
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rest of the girls. She understood and laughed. “Why am I even asking you? This is our
event. We will bring you our ideas and then we can discuss them, is that ok?” I smiled
again and this time reminded them all that they were experts in their experience, and
could share as much or as little about their findings as they chose. The letting go of my
own agenda remained a constant theme for me throughout the process, as did the balance
of sharing information and listening; teaching and learning; leading and following.
Recommendations for schools
This research project supports recommendations made by the African American
Policy Institute in their 2015 report Black Girls Matter: Pushed Out, Overpoliced and
Underprotected (Crenshaw, 2015). The first recommendation, “expand existing
opportunities to ensure the inclusion of Black girls and other girls of color in policy
research, advocacy and programmatic interventions” (p. 12) helped, in part, to precipitate
the Queens Speak project. It is necessary for schools to prioritize the concerns and needs
of students of color, including Black students and specifically Black girls. Reports such
as the aforementioned can guide school Board members, districts, and administrators in
developing a comprehensive plan to address the needs of Black female students. A
second recommendation, “develop the public will to address the challenges facing Black
girls” (p.12) led to Queens Speak using their collective action to not only share their
research findings with the community, but also spend time during their event to build the
awareness and relationships they hoped would develop the public will and change the
narrative about Black girls. The upcoming section will outline some recommendations I
gleaned from observing Queens Speak successfully, and sometimes unsuccessfully,
navigating school systems.
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Looking beyond context
Looking through a lens of critical post traumatic growth, it is apparent current
school transformation efforts are incomplete and incomprehensive. Even though
Brookside High is attempting to improve school climate by being intentional about Social
Emotional Learning and Restorative Practices, most of their reform efforts have been
focused on context. School administration has been attentive to school climate related
issues and have implemented peer court and restorative circles in order to decrease
suspensions and reduce other disciplinary issues. They have not, however, intentionally
attended to the other tenets of critical post traumatic growth that could essentially
transform the educational experience. Brookside has done some professional
development with their teaching staff on being trauma informed. Because of this
training, students have been able to express themselves about the very real deficits in
their families and communities, but have not been encouraged to include examples of
how teachers and school sites perpetuate trauma, nor examples of how Black students
struggle when faced with racialized stereotypes and misrepresentations. This leaves the
onus of change on the part of the young people and their families, not the school site or
school system itself.
Understanding the type and level of trauma Black students experience seemed to
invoke sympathy or empathy among the adults, but did not invoke responsibility.
Meaning, teachers appeared to feel bad about the experiences Black students endured, but
did not see how they enhanced the traumatic experiences of Black youth through their
own implicit racism. They also did not appear to examine ways in which they could, and
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should, amend their behaviors to deconstruct rather than uphold racist and gendered
stereotypes. For example, my journal entry from yesterday:
Porsha got suspended today. She texted me and said she had been sent home after
a verbal altercation with another Black female student in one of her classes. She
said the other girl kept testing her, and called her out in class. After she
responded, she said the teacher “do too much trying to push me out of class when
I didn’t even start it but yet I get kicked out of class and sent home. Just ugh!”
When I arrived on campus for group I talked briefly with one of the
administrators. He said Porsha would likely be suspended because the teacher
had to physically remove her from the classroom. I asked several questions, to
little avail, then stated, “Well, Porsha has a lot of trauma. She is working really
hard at maintaining her anger, but once she gets there, it’s really hard for her to
pull it back. I wonder how we work on providing a safer environment, where she
can be protected from bullying, and encouraged to express her voice.” I
continued, “I wonder how we can practice de-escalating student situations instead
of escalating them.” The administrator paused “yes, I’ll talk to her. Maybe we’ll
do a circle for both the girls. But she can’t be going off like that ...” Later that
evening Porsha got a call that she was suspended. In her words, “just ugh. I’m so
mad. This is dumb.”
Brookside is no different from many other schools where they focus in on a
limited reformist view of school climate, rather than a more inclusive, transformative,
approach that explores concepts such as context, struggle, identity, navigation, resistance,
community, voice and hope.
Understanding critical trauma and growth
We must support schools in moving beyond merely being “trauma informed” to
understanding critical trauma – a complicated conglomerate of persistent traumatic stress;
post traumatic slavery syndrome and racialized trauma. The experiences of Black girls
were expounded by the critical trauma they experienced on a daily basis. In addition, we
must move beyond focusing on “context” into a more global focus on growth. We must
also force schools to move beyond color blind conversations of grit, growth mindset and
resilience, into critical growth and resistance. Professional development or professional
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learning opportunities must address implicit bias; however, we must also teach site staff
the consequences of continuing to re-traumatize students.
Using Critical Race Theory’s tenet of interest convergence, we can continue to
remind schools how they could improve the academic success of Black students through
reducing critically traumatic experiences and micro-aggressions on the school campuses.
Understandably, the elimination of structural racism is not something that can be
achieved through professional development; however, zero tolerance for racial micro
aggressions and critical trauma on campus, can be, must be, an attainable goal.
Relevancy and social justice
Queens Speak called for curriculum that was relevant to both their cultural
experiences as Black students, as well as to their life experiences. They called for
teachers who not only looked like them, but to whom they could relate. They also spoke
at length about needing to feel connected, valued and heard. Camangian (2015)
recommends creating learning opportunities that respond to the articulated needs of all
students who struggle to navigate the social conditions of their everyday lives (p. 449).
By incorporating Social Justice Youth Development principles into curriculum, teachers
can create a more relevant, critical learning environment. Otherwise, denying Black girls
an education that prepares them to confront the toxic unjust social conditions of their
everyday life intensifies the colonial conditions that they face (p. 425).
Safe Spaces
Queens Speak repeatedly called for the need for safe spaces within their school
experience. They felt as though Queens Speak itself (and the BMAD program as a
whole) constructed an environment that allowed them to explore their identity and
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express their voice. Ultimately, safe spaces seem to foster critical post traumatic growth.
expanded learning (before school, after school and summer) settings are a great place to
enhance the school day, and create intentional partnerships with community members and
academics in order to develop programming that provides these safe spaces. Training
and professional development opportunities for expanded learning professionals would
increase their understanding about critical post traumatic growth and teach them how to
best partner with cultural brokers in their own communities, and create spaces that are not
only safe, but transformative.
Queens Speak recommendations for schools
In summary Queens Speak made the following recommendations to schools.
(They handed these recommendations out at their final Women’s Empowerment Chat).
•

We need [schools to be] safe havens in our communities;

•

We need schools to be free from stereotypes and racism;

•

We need administrators who will take risks for us and not put us in a box;

•

We need teachers who are compassionate, trained and supported;

•

We need someone to listen and allow us to use our voice;

•

We need psychologists and counselors to talk to and they should look like us;

•

We need culturally relevant curriculum that prepares us for college and real life.
Recommendations for community
If the system is doing what it is designed to do, it cannot, or will not, be reformed.

It must be dismantled and rebuilt. It must be deconstructed and recreated. It must be
transformed. Communities, especially the Black community, must take ownership and
responsibility for our own students and the devastating effects middle class Black exodus
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(and amnesia) had on our people as a whole. Our attempt to coopt whiteness (through
desegregation efforts and the like) caused us to lose the essence of our own collective
Black community and to fail to adequately pass on the resistive Blackness that Black
children needed to be successful. Queens Speak stressed the need for community to “not
judge”; and “not put us in a box” – language that was very similar to semantics they used
when discussing having to navigate racialized stereotypes on their school campuses.
They felt as though the “Black” community judged them as harshly, or sometimes
even more severely, than their white teachers and administrators. Black girls also
critiqued the absence of Black women in their lives, beyond their family and extended
family members. They acknowledged the power of “mama and big mama n’em” but
stated, many of the women in their lives didn’t know how to navigate the educational
system, so couldn’t offer them practical help. We know as girls we struggled; we were
silenced, policed and stereotyped. As women we have developed coping skills and
learned how to traverse. When Black girls see us, however, they see professional
successful women. They don’t imagine we struggled in very similar ways (Winn &
Franklin, 2014). Queens Speak asked for Black women to show up in their communities
without judgement, and as importantly share their stories.
The young people made the following specific recommendations for the community:
•

We need our own community to show up;

•

We need to be free from judgement;

•

We need to hear your story - maybe we can learn from you;

•

We need funding for jobs and leadership opportunities;

•

We need green space and lighting in our neighborhoods;
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•

We need to feel safe;

•

We need to learn about Black people (and Black women), you can teach us;

•

We need different resources and places we can go for guidance;

•

We need spaces where we can be ourselves as Black girls.
Recommendations for future research
Firstly, there needs to be increased opportunities for youth led research projects

exploring the lives of Black youth in general. This research methodology allowed Black
girls to be at the center, and forefront, of designing a research project that answered
questions they felt to be of importance to their every-day lives. We must also expand
opportunities to Black youth who are queer and gender non-conforming. Moreover, we
must increase youth led, and participatory, action research into other areas, including
juvenile justice, homelessness, gang involvement and commercial sexual exploitation in
order to uncover hidden stories and offer alternative first-person narratives to those
uplifted by traditional researchers.
In addition, much research needs to be done in order to truly explore the use of
critical post traumatic growth as a theoretical framework. We have many more questions
than answers.
Critical Post Traumatic Growth
This research project provided a preliminary glimpse into the conceptual
framework of critical post traumatic growth. In order to further examine this phenomena,
future study should explore the measurement of critical post traumatic growth.
Researchers could revisit the Post Traumatic Growth inventory and create a tool that is
more critical and inclusive. We must give consideration to how we can scaffold the
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language so it is more culturally relevant and appropriate for Black youth and other nonBlack students of color in the US. Furthermore, we can take the areas of growth uplifted
by Queens Speak, including: understanding their own history; belief in their own power;
focus on their future; importance of legacy building; and involvement in the arts; and
determine whether these are commonalities among other Black girls, women or those of
us who identify as female. Are these examples apparent in the lives of those of us who
feel as though we have grown from our trauma? Will a focus on nurturing these areas in
the lives of young people increase their likelihood of critical post traumatic growth?
Part of our exploration must also delve specifically into critical post traumatic stress
exposure, or historical and generational trauma, and how these issues affect the
development and identity of Black students within the school setting and beyond.
Finally, we must note that this project had a small sample size in order to develop the
findings. It will be beneficial, therefore to replicate this project with other groups of
students.
Community
As we explore critical post traumatic growth, further study is needed to
understand what this phenomenon looks like in a community setting. Moreover, we need
more study to unpack how Black communities in the US, as well as abroad, rebuild and
grow after trauma. We should develop an understanding of how we can use the tenets of
critical post traumatic growth to examine growth from a community perspective; as well
as use the tenets to inspire growth and transformation. Ideally, these tenets would be
used to develop strong and vibrant communities that push back against gentrification
and/or the further marginalization of our spaces?
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Resistance & Hope
Further research is needed to unpack how learnings from the intersection of Post
Traumatic Slave Syndrome and critical post traumatic growth can become more
integrated as we as a Black community redevelop identity, use voice and express
resistance. Inspired by Freire, many local researchers, including Duncan Andrade
(2009), Patrick Camangian (2015), and Shawn Ginwright (2016), have explored the
importance of hope. Critical post traumatic growth can add a critical psychological lens
to what has primarily been an educational or sociological phenomena. I am also
interested in exploring what collective hope looks like from a community perspective. As
well as explore how we can better inspire hope among youth and communities?
Expanded Learning
The work of BMAD and Queens Speak uplift the importance of the expanded
learning space in fostering safe transformative spaces. Further research is needed to
understand how Expanded Learning settings be used to foster critical post traumatic
growth? We must also interrogate these settings in order to provide best practices that can
be replicated in other communities.
Other systems
We must consider how implications of critical post traumatic growth impact other
systems beyond education. Michelle Alexander (2012), for example, has unpacked
critical trauma within the criminal justice system, and uplifted the racial commodification
of the system of mass incarceration. Similarly, Damien Sojoyner (2015, 2016) has
inserted a critical frame within school-to-prison pipeline rhetoric. Critical post traumatic
growth could be used as a lens to transform policy and practice, when working with
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young people who have been detained and/or incarcerated. This unique focus could also
interrogate other systems such as child protection, and mental health services. We must
also have further exploration of critical trauma, including Persistent Traumatic Stress
Exposure, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome and Racialized Stress Syndrome.
Another area of particular interest to Queens Speak was a greater understanding
of how secondary trauma induced by regularly viewing traumatic images related to
racialized stress, for example the gunning down of Black bodies by law enforcement, or
social media reminders of missing Black women and girls. The girls worried about how
these persistent images would affect younger girls and shape their reality. I worried
about how it shaped theirs. Thus challenging us to ask, how do we continue to inspire
growth and healing amidst these persistent and complex trauma triggers?
Closing Thoughts
My own experience as a Black female researcher was ever present throughout the
research process. I reflected often on how even the project itself was an act of resistance
in pushing back on the status quo of the educational system I had not succeeded in as a
teen; as well as the school district I was currently employed by. Navigating the doctoral
program, especially the dissertation phase, as a Black woman and someone who was not
supposed to be in this space (a former high school drop-out), I hauled around with me my
own trauma, insecurities and internalized stereotypes. I carried the interpersonal and
community trauma of childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood, as well as the
structural trauma of my own institution. Racialized micro-aggressions were ever present
throughout the dissertation process both at university and at work, including the
experiences of: being described as “other” during a graduate class, being tokenized as the
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Black director when it came to issues related to Black students (a position that was
ironically demeaning, as this tokenization afforded me little to no power or voice), being
asked “what is she so angry about” when I spoke up for Black children in public, being
coached on how to make my messages about institutionalized racism more palatable so I
wouldn’t offend people, and experiencing anti-Blackness when I advocated for Black
students and reminded anyone who would listen that that Black children remained the
most disadvantaged and marginalized in the district. These events, and more, triggered
feelings of inadequacy, imposter syndrome, anxiety, depression and rage. Queens Speak
allowed me to experience the growth of my own resistance, and the strengthening of my
own voice, within a community of young Black women. My journal:
I exited this experience stronger, more focused, and filled with a higher level of
hope than when I entered. I was more deeply in tuned with my placement in a
historical context made up of Black female researchers; I had a greater belief in
my own power; I was also more focused on my future responsibility to use my
positionality to uplift Black voices. Finally, I had a greater appreciation for art
and its role in community transformation and activism. Essentially, the writing of
this dissertation inspired in me a familiar artistic creativity; combining community
activism with the arts. I also had a strengthened appreciation for my relationships
with Black girls, and Black women in general. Among many of the girls I
became “Mama Stacey” I name I owned and celebrated (especially given the fact
I experienced much of my own adolescence without a mother). I pursued my
relationships with the research team with the love of a mother; together we grew.
Sometimes we struggled. We lived often times within an in-between space,
vacillating between strength and struggle, growth and decline. Words like grit
and resilience minimized our magic, and underestimated our trauma. We
continued to build though. We assessed our circumstances, sometimes daily,
through lenses viewed by our grandmothers and grandmothers, grandmothers.
This analysis allowed us to remember we were not alone. The things we
experienced were both historical and unique. We resisted. Sometimes we
succumbed. In whatever state we moved forward. Together. We collectively
lived (and inspired among each other) critical post traumatic growth
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